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ABSTRACT 

Recent theorists define the grotesque as a coiribination of the 

comic and the terrible. The terrible reflects what the writer most 

fears. In the middle ages the grotesque was associated with the devil. 

In contrast, the romantics saw the grotesque as representing man's en

counter with the mysterioiis forces that disorder his life. In more 

recent times the grotesque has been interpreted existentially as repre

senting man's e^erience of a meaningless world. Although, the origin 

of the grotesque varies according to cultural milieu, its threat 

remains the same: a sense of alienation and a lack of freedom that 

reduce the human being to a thing, making life absurd. In response to 

this threat of meaninglessness and disorder the grotesque writer often 

attempts to evade the terrible aspects of his vision. He usually uses 

the comic elements of the grotesque to deflate the terrible. But an 

author may also reduce the threat the grotesque represents by attempting 

to present a vision of order. 

This study of the grotesque in early naturalism argues that 

writers like Howells, Howe, Norris, London, and Crane, despite their 

seeming emphasis on the realistic, the rational, and the scientific, are 

fascinated by a world view that is irrational, subjective, and meta

physical. They are entrapped by a view of disorder they cannot ration

alize. Although they attempt to argue that the grotesque is the ab

normal, the world they create in their fiction reveals little distinc-

tion between the normal and the abnormal. In fact, such scientific 

V 



doctrines as heredity and environment are seen by the early natiiralists 

as insufficient to account for the grotesque. 

What the early naturalististic use of the grotesque reveals is 

naturalism's indebtedness to romanticism. Like the romantics such 

naturalists as Howells, Howe, and Norris see the existence of the 

grotesque creature as indicative of inscrutable forces that defy reason. 

In Howells' The Shadow of a Dream Faulkner's dream suggests the possi^ 

bility of supernatural powers. The consequence is that Howells' novel 

moves outside the boundary of realism. Likewise Howe's A Story of a 

Country Town through its grotesque characters and imagery shows a world 

given over to the demonic. Even Norris, despite his recognition of the 

influence of heredity and environment, ultimately declares in McTeague 

that man's grotesqueness defies understanding. Like the romantics the 

early natirralists see in man's grotesquenss the enigmatic quality of 

his being. 

But if the outlook of some of the early naturalists is romantic 

in terms of their use of the grotesque, their vision is also strikingly 

modern. Norris, London, and Crane depict grotesque creatures whose 

distortion represents a lack of being. For all these writers the 

grotesque's origin is nihilism. The grotesqueness of Vandover in Norris' 

Vandover and the Brute is a consequence of his loss of faith and anxiety 

in confronting a world that is meaningless. Similarly the grotesqueness 

of Wolf Larsen in London's The Sea Wolf is a synptom of Larsen's sense 

of the utter incongruity of facts and values in a materialist world. 

This study concludes with a consideration of the most distinctly modem 

of the early naturalists. Crane. Like the existentialists Crane views 



man's grotesqueness as a result of his lack of an authentic self. For 

Crane the self is an arbitrary collection of roles behind which is the 

annihilating nothingness of selflessness. Crane's characters are 

continually creating themselves out of nothing by imitating the roles 

of others. This process of self-creation is particularly grotesque 

because Crane recognizes that all selves are imitations. Ultimately 

what makes man grotesque according to Crane is that he is an imitation 

of an imitation and inescapably removed from authentic being. 



INTRODUCTION: A DEFINITION OF THE GROTESQUE 

A major mode of American literature is the grotesque. Elements 

of the grotesque—animality, madness, automatism—can be see- in writers 

as early as Charles Brockden Brown and as late as Kurt Vonnegut. The 

revival of critical interest in the grotesque that was initiated by 

Wolfgang Kayser's The Grotesque in Art and Literature (1963) prompted 

many dissertations on the grotesque in American literature. These 

dissertations deal with the Romantics, the southern Gothicists, and the 

black humorists of the sixties, but the one area that has escaped any 

significant work is naturalism. This is paradoxical because late 

nineteenth-century naturalism, with is emphasis on the abnormal and the 

sensational, would seem to involve many aspects of both early nineteenth-

century romantic uses of the grotesque and more contemporary uses. 

Certainly it seems farfetched to think that the modem use of the 

grotesque came fully grown into the world without antecedents both in 

theme and technique. What is needed, therefore, is an examination of 

the grotesque in naturalism that will focus not only on naturalism's 

usage of the grotesque but also on naturalism's continuation of romantic 

and anticipation of modern interpretations of the grotesque. This study 

will attempt to remedy this deficiency in literary criticism by 

examining the uses of the grotesque in nineteenth-century naturalist 

literature. 

Before one can discuss the uses of the grotesque one must first 

define what has proved to be an elusive term. The main obstacle to any 

1 
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definition is the variety of meanings and applications the term has had 

throughout its history. One way of arriving at a sirLtable definition is 

to briefly examine the word's historical development in the hope of 

arriving at some common denominator of meaning. The first appearance of 

the word grotesque was in sixteenth-century Italy. Late in the 

fifteenth century a group of murals and sculptures was discovered in the 

chambers of excavated Roman buildings. These art objects portrayed 

strange combinations of the human, animal, and vegetable.^ They enjoyed 

a vogue and inspired imitations among sixteenth-century artists. The 

work produced was called grottesca denoting the caves or grotte where 

2 
the original art was found. 

In the Renaissance and eighteenth century the term became 

associated with the comic until it finally fell into disrepute. Early 

associated with the monstrous in Germany (1575) by the time the word was 

adopted in England in the sixteenth century it replaced the noim 

"antikes" to describe those monstroi:is chimeras, demons, skeletons, of 

medieval art and drama. Since these "antikces" were the source of much 

of the grotesqueries in the Elizabethan theater with its mixture of the 

comic and the tragic, droll and serious, the word grotesque early added 

1. Francis K. Barasch, The Grotesque: A Study in Meanings (The 
Hague: Mouton, 1971), pp. 17-19. See also: Arthur Clayborough, The 
Grotesque in English Literature (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965), pp. 
1-2. Wolfgang Kayser, The Grotesque in Art and Literature 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1963), pp. 19-22. Philip 
Thomson, The Grotesque (London: Methuen, 1972), pp. 11-12. 

2. Barasch, pp. 18, 20; Clayburgh, p. 2; Kayser, p. 19; 
Thomson, pp. 12-13. 
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to its meanings that of the intermingling of the ludicrous and the 

horrible.^ Gradually, however, the element of the fearful mixed with 

the comic that the word's meaning had previously included was ignored. 

The word was pejorative and applied by classical critics to low comic 

forms and literature and seen in contrast to the siiilime. The grotesque 

was considered the province of caricature and exaggerated h\imor or 

burlesque. Like the word Gothic the term grotesque meant to the Neo-

4 
Classic mind a lack of decorum, harmony, and proportion. 

In contrast to the Neo-Classicists, the Romantics saw in the 

grotesque an artistic mode that was akin to their own desire for 

artistic freedom. Accordingly, the grotesque once more became legiti

mate. Fredrich Schlegel called attention to what he saw as an energetic 

playfulness in grotesque art. In addition, Schelegel and Richter 

5 
restored to the comic grotesque the element of the fearful. The most 

complete romantic view of the grotesque was provided by Victor Hugo in 

his preface to his play, "Cromwell" (1827). Unlike the classicists Hugo 

argues that the grotesque is not fantastic but realistic. The grotesque 

exists, argues Hugo, in nature and the world and serves to complete and 

round out the si±ilime side of life. Because ugliness is an essential 

6 
aspect of life all serious art must use the grotesque according to Hugo. 

3. Barasch, pp. 21-25, 32-29; Clayborough, p. 3. 

4. Barasch, pp. 42-52, 57-68. 

5. Thomson, p. 6. 

6. Clayborough, pp. 45-49. 
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Hugo's intuition that the grotesque represents a deep truth 

about the nature of things and is not simply artistic ornament is 

likewise the view of Hegel. For Hegel grotesque art is associated with 

what he sees as the striving in both primitive and symbolic art to reach 

the infinite, a striving that ends in failure and grotesqueness because 

the infinite cannot be embodied. For Hegel far superior to primitive 

and symbolic art is what he calls romantic art, which he sees as 

acknowledging in its grotesqueries the impossibility of achieving tlie 

7 
spiritual. 

The romantic preoccupation with the grotesque was continued into 

the Victorian age by Ruskin. In his The Stones of Venice (1851-53) in 

a chapter entitled "Grotesque Renaissance" he provided the most thorough 

analysis of the grotesque that had been done. According to Ruskin the 

grotesque is an artistic mode that mixes the comic and the horrible. 

For Ruskin as for the romantics the grotesque has at its heart an 

element of playfulness. Although grotesque art can be noble, as in the 

case of Dante, it cannot help being inferior to what he sees as 

Q 
artistry that is sublime. The cause of grotesque art's inferiority is 

the human condition that makes almost all art and men grotesque. Like 

the romantics, Ruskin sees in the grotesque's deformity a transcendental 

quality, an evidence of man's awkward reaching beyond the world to gain 

9 
timeless truths. He too realizes the incongruity between man's place 

7. Clayborough, pp. 30-31. 

8. John Ruskin, The Stones of Venice, ed. E. T. Cook and 
Alexander Wedderburn (London: G. Allen, 1904) , pp. Ill, 187. 

9. Ruskin, p. 181. 
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in the world and his aspirations and sense of the infinite, an incon

gruity that makes existence absurd. 

The grotesque as a sign of life's absurdity developed by 

nineteenth-century theoreticians is an important characteristic of the 

twentieth-century view of the grotesque. According to Karl S. Guthke in 

his examination of "the Theater of the absurd" the grotesque and absurd 

are synonymous because "the grotesque is by and large, the outward 

appearance of the absurd, that is to say: the dd^sorienting perception of 

the absurdity of the world expresses itself in the modern 'theater of the 

10 
absurd' by means of distortion of reality which is grotesque." I . 

Indeed, Wolfgang Kayser observes that the grotesque being is "an 

absurdity in itself.The modern view of the grotesque with its 

emphasis on the absurd has resulted in a carefiiL analysis of the rela

tion between the comic and the horrible or tragic in the grotesque. G. 

Wilson Knight in his examination of the grotesqueries in King Lear 

(1959) observes that "the comic and the tragic" in King Lear "rest both 

on the idea of incompatabilities, and are also, themselves, mutually 

exclusive: therefore to mingle them is to add to the meaning of each: 

12 
the result is but a new sublime incongruity." Knight's view of the 

grotesque as a merging of the comic and the tragic is shared by Thomas 

10. Karl S. Guthke, Modern Tragicomedy: An Investigation into 
the Nature of the Genre (New York: Random House, 1965), pp. 73-74. 

11. Kayser, p. 146. 

12. G. Wilson Knight, The Wheel of Fire, 4th ed. (London: 
Methuen, 1949), p. 160. 
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Mann. Mann sees the modern breakdown of distinctions between tragedy 

and comedy as making for a "literature of the grotesque. 

The modern view of the grotesque with its emphasis on the absurd 

and the union of the comic and the terrible or tragic is reflected in 

what is perhaps the most complete twentieth century treatment of the 

subject, that of Wolfgang Kayser. Although recent books and disserta

tions ion the grotesque differ in approach and emphasis, most are in 

general agreement with Kayser's definition of the grotesque. Kayser 

defines the grotesque as a merging of the ludicrous and the terrible in 

such a way that we are both attracted and repelled. It presents a world 

both alien and familiar, a world estranged because it is subject to an 

unknown power that ma]tes the world absurd. For Kayser this power is 

summarily termed the demonic. The origin of this demonic power that 

threatens to overwhelm man with its terribleness varies according to 

cultural milieu: traditionally the demonic was associated with devil or 

inscrutable powers, but in modern usage it has taken on an existential 

dimension and reflects man's experience of a world without meaning. The 

grotesque has come to represent modern man's encounter with nothingness. 

Regardless of the demonic's origin, its threat is the same: a sense of 

alienation and lack of freedom that reduces the human being to thing-

V, ^ 14 hood. 

13. Quoted by William O'Connor in his The Grotesque; An . 
American Genre and Other Essays (Carbondale: Southern Illinois Univer
sity Press, 1962), p. 5. 

14. Kayser, pp. 184-188. 
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What is particularly terrible about the grotesque is that it 

reflects a distortion of both men and the world. According to Lee Byron 

Jennings, the grotesque is "a distortion that penetrates to the basis of 

15 
our perception of reality." The result, for Jennings, is that a 

grotesque creature "is not so much distorted in the strict sense as it 

16 
is destroyed and rebuilt along new lines." Jennings observed tJiat 

"this new creature strikes us an an organic whole-made up of parts that 

17 
should not function yet plainly do." One need only think of 

Frankenstein's monster to realize the correctness of this insight. Thus 

j.n addition to horror the grotesque produces wonder because it does not 

admit of rational explanation. Jennings finds that in a grotesque 

creature or sitxiation- the basic norms of life are violated and replaced 

by a kind of anti-norm that e35)resses a "deranged intent on the part of 

18 
nature itself." Natural and logical sequences such as cause and 

effect are disrupted or suspended altogether. Men pop out of flowers 

or have the faces of animals, or the dead walk. The world is trans

formed into a hell as for example in the paintings of that master of the 

grotesque, Hieronymous Bosch. The consequence is that the grotesque 

often involves a partial rejection of realist depiction. In the words 

of Lewis Lawson, "there is present in the grotesque, whatever the 

15. Lee Byron Jennings, The Ludicrous Demon: Aspects of the 
Grotesque in German Post-Romantic Prose (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1953), p. 9. 

16. Jennings, p. 10. 

17. Jennings, p. 10. 

18. Jennings, p. 10. 
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context of the word, a clash between accepting and rejecting the 

possibility of truth outside our es^perience. . . . Anything termed 

grotesque contain[s] both extremely realistic (acceptance of reality) 

and at the same time unrealistic or surrealistic (rejection of reality) 

elements . . . 

But if the grotesque is a distortion of reality that causes 

terror it also causes laughter. There is a comic element in the dis

tortion that gives rise to a laughter which liberates us from the ion-

known and banishes•the demonic. The grotesque is the terrible made 

harmless, but it always involves a threat that the comic will drop away 

and disclose the demonic. Thus the laughter the grotesque arouses is 

defensive. Like Ruskin, Kayser and Jennings see in the grotesque a 

spirit of artistic freedom and play. But for them the play element in 

20 
the grotesque is protective of both the artist and his audience. 

However, according to Philip Thomson, defensive laughter can also mean 

that "the person concerned does not feel anything comic in whatever 

causes it. . . . One may not know whether to laugh or not, but the mere 

fact that one is in doiobt points to an awareness of comic possibili-

21 
ties." Trina Sieppe bathing in money is an image of terrible degra

dation, but the incongruity of her behavior allows the reader to per

ceive the comic. But the comic may not only relieve the terrible. 

According to Michael Steig, "the extravagant use of the comic can create 

19. Lewis Lawson, "The Grotesque in Recent Southern Fiction," 
Dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1964, pp. 126-127. 

20. Jennings, p. 16. 

21. Thomson, p. 54. 
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22 
anxiety, as well as relieve it." For example, Steig cites Faulkner's 

Flem Snopes as an example of a character who both arouses and relieves 

23 
anxiety because of his comic aspects. 

The above definition of the grotesque developed by Kayser and 

further refined by recent theorists seems to me an adequate conprehen-

sion of the meaning of the term in the light of its history. However, 

since any definition of something as variable as the grotesque is boiind 

to be incomplete, I will use this general definition less as a formal 

statement than as a- limiting concept that describes some of the quali

ties that cluster aroxand an experience of the grotesque. In general my 

approach will follow that used by Jennings in his study of post-

romantic German prose. Jennings argues that because by definition the 

grotesque is not substantial but differential—that is, the grotesque 

can involve varying degrees of the ludicrous and the terrible—it is 

possible to examine an author's outlook by determining which of the 

elements of the grotesque he emphasizes and how. For example, if the 

comic is overly enphasized in a way that clashes with the elements of 

horror, the author might possibly be attempting to escape from his own 

fear of the demonic, or if the comic is suddenly suspended and the 

demonic emphasized, the author possibly is revealing the extent of his 

entrapment by the terrible. Furthermore, if the author is a satirist, 

or if parody plays an important part in his work, one must consider the 

extent of his satiric vision: if the object of the satiric laughter is 

22. Michael Steig, "Defining the Grotesque: An Attempt at 
Synthesis," Jourma of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 29 (1970), 256. 

23. Steig, p. 256. 



life itself, then the author is creating an absurdist \iniverse. The 

comic, however, is not the only means for relieving the threat of the 

demonic in the grotesque. An author may defend himself against the 

demonic implications of his own work by a variety of means. Indeed, the 

actual function of the grotesque in a particular author can be deter

mined only by an analysis of his whole pattern of thought and symbol. 

What a study of the use of the grotesque in naturalism shows is 

that naturalism is not as concerned with realism as has been supposed. 

Naturalism's preoccupation with the less common elements of experience 

predisposes it to the abnormal and thereby to the grotesque as a real 

phenomenon in the natural world. But more often than not, naturalist 

use of the grotesque is associated with non-realistic modes of depiction 

like gothicism, impressionism, and symbolism. Fantastic depiction is 

understandable, since the grotesque, with its confusion of the human 

and the inhuman, implies a rejection of the common sense view of the 

world with its emphasis on laws of causality and its recognition of 

things as distinct in their essences. The result, however, is that 

naturalism, insofar as it is the literary treatment of objective 

material, becomes exceedingly subjective in its vision. Surprisingly, 

naturalism, the literary child of nineteenth-century biology, can be 

seen as the origin of its own antithesis, the more subjective art of 

the expressionists, and surrealists. One need only think of the 

grotesque in Frank Norris or Stephen Crane to-realize that the common 

critical approach with its emphasis on objective and careful attention 

24. Jennings, p. 25. 



to detail is inadequate to account for the grotesque visions these 

writers provide. In Norris and Crane the abnormal has often not only 

replaced the normal, but gone beyond it to the fantastic, the 

expressionistic, and the almost surreal. 

American literary naturalism has often been seen as a sub

species of continental realism and naturalism. Judged according to the 

theoretical principles of Zola's Le Roman experimental, whose basis is 

nineteenth-century biology and philosophic positivism, American natural

ism is often conceived variously as objective, scientific, and socially 

progressive. Natxiralism, insofar as it is a study of cause and effect, 

is seen as a rejection of the sxibjective and inward, the irrational and 

inysterious, the metaphysical and obscure. Its techniques, though some

times called impressionistic, are seen as grounded in photographic 

devotion to density of detail. Although this view of naturalism is 

obviously an inadequate one, it is a potent stereotype that still con

fuses critical discussion. However, for a number of years consideration 

of naturalism as a monolithic structure has been under attack. Con

trary to stereotypes, naturalism is not simply a pseudo-scientific 

method applied to literature to rationalize all phenomena in terms of 

heredity, environment, and other supposedly scientific criteria. For 

example, Donald Pizer has emphasized the idealist elements in natural-

25 
ism. Charles Walcutt has traced its sources in American 

25. Donald Pizer, Realism and Naturalism in Nineteenth Century 
American Literature (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 
1966), pp. 3-19. 
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26 
Transcendentalism. Recently Haskell Bloch in a study of Zola, Mann, 

and Dreiser has shown that even Zola's Le Roman experimental with its 

pragmatic definition of naturalism is not Zola's final word on the 

subject but rather one of his weaker theoretical statements. Block says 

that Zola repeatedly affirms the role of the artist's subjectivity and 

thus "implicitly repudiates any reduction of art to photography or to a 

27 
mechanxcal transcription of external reality." This view of Zola is 

not new: one recalls Mann's comparison of Zola and Wagner in terms of 

28 
"a special kind of naturalism, which develops into the mythical." But 

if naturalism allows for the mythic, it also emphasizes subjectivity 

through the impressionistic or expressionistic. Many critics have re

marked on Crane's use of impressionism or what some have called his 

29 
expressionism. Certainly the old view of naturalism as realism plus 

determinism is an incomplete one. 

If naturalist techniques are more varied than a superficial view 

would indicate, so too is naturalist subject matter. To call the 

naturalist use of the grotesque character simply a scientific study of 

26. Charles C. Walcutt, American Literary Naturalism: A Divided 
Stream (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1956). 

27. Haskell M. Bloch, Naturalist Triptych: The Fictive and the 
Real in Zola, Mann, and Dreiser (New York: Random House, 1970), p. 9. 

28. Thomas Mann, "The Suffering and Greatness of Richard 
Wagner," in The Thomas Mann Reader, ed. Joseph Warren Argell (New York: 
Grosset and Dunlap, 1950), p. 426. 

29. See David R. Weimer, The City as Metaphor (New York: 
Random House, 1966), p. 186; Walcutt, p. 88; Sergio Perosa, "Naturalism 
arid Impressionism in Stephen Crane," in Stephen Crane: A Collection of 
Critical Essays, ed. Maurice Bassan (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-
Hall, 1967), p. 94, 



real hiaman beings who deviate from the norm because of heredity and/or 

environment is inadequate. Far too often the naturalists call the very 

existence of a norm into question. As this study will show, the 

naturalist explanation of the grotesque character according to the 

rubrics of evolutionary biology such as heredity and environment do not 

so much contain the outbreak of the demonic or irrational that the 

grotesque represents as disguise it in inadequate euphemisms. Jennings, 

in his study of the grotesque in German post-romantic writers, discovers 

that the grotesque is always antagonistic to the esthetic standards of 

its time. In order to disguise this antagonism its outward guise is 

30 
often, he finds, satire, eccentricity, and h\imorous interlude. One 

might well add to this list especially in terms of the naturalists, 

scientific objectivity. Jennings writes that "if a considerable degree 

of grotesqueness nevertheless appears in the art of such a period, we 

might be justified in suspecting that it is a reaction against the pre

vailing standards [prosaic and middle class] . . . and a symtom of 

their decay, that is—as is too often the case—the stress on prosaic 

and plausible things and the wish to embrace an ordered reality conceals 

a fascination with disorder and a yearning for unfettered exercise of 

31 
the imagination." Although it is do\jbtful that the natiiralists re

joice in chaos as much as the German post-romantic writers, one may 

well wonder if, at the heart of the naturalist revolt against gentility 

in the name of materialist science, there is not also a sense of chaos 

30. Jennings, p. 26. 

31. Jennings, p. 27. 
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that is siabjective, irrational, and metaphysical that reflects the 

decline of the romantic absolute and the coming of modernity. 

In fact, naturalism's position between romanticism and modernity 

is an important factor in the naturalist use of the grotesque. Because 

natiiralism is a transitional phenomenon partaking of both romanticism 

and modernism, a necessary prerequisite to any study of the grotesque in 

naturalism is an analysis of the romantic and modern uses of the 

grotesque. The brief comparison of the romantic, modem, and naturalist 

use of the grotesque that follows is presented as propaedeutic to an 

analysis of naturalism's unique formulation of the grotesque. 

One of the main influences on the naturalist use of the 

grotesque is romanticism. The romantics see the grotesque as related 

to man's encountere with ambiguous forces beyond him. The place of this 

encounter is the everyday world, a world which as "Bartleby the 

Scrivener" shows, is exceedingly grotesque. For romanticism the world 

is a place of terrible ambiguity where the forces of darkness and light 

struggle, producing that union of contraries that is the grotesque. 

The mad Ahab, whose body is split by a scar from lightning, symbolizes 

the romantic grotesque creature torn between optimistic faith and 

pessimistic nihilism. For the romantic the world is often like Poe's 

maelstrom, a place of chaos. But sometimes, as the conclusion of The 

Narrative of Arthur Gorden Pym shows, at the end of the downward plunge 

is the possibility of a resolution of life's contraries although un

explained and mysterious. In Hawthorne too the contraries of the 

grotesque are often transcended by a unity which is higher—a truth that 

redeems. Donatello, the grotesque half-man, half-beast, is transformed 



and redeemed at the conclusion of The Marble Faun. And even the 

pessimistic Melville can, despite a nihilistic vision, have Ishmael 

occasionally affirm the divine when optimistic faith breaks through the 

"pasteboard mask" of life's grotesqueries. This romantic emphasis on 

the connection between the grotesque and transcendental forces demon

strates the romantic preoccupation with the sublime. Just as romantic 

esthetic theorists such as Hegel see the grotesque as pointing to the 

Ideal or sublime by way of contrast, romantic writers present in their 

optimistic visions a view of cosmic harmony that expresses the s\i)lime. 

Thus the eighteenth-century concept of order is manifested in the early 

nineteenth century's use of the grotesque. However, as David 

Halliburton observes, the pessimistic strain in American romanticism 

indicates a growing uncertainty as to the natxire of the transcendent and 

32 
sometimes a rejection of any notion of cosmic order. The grotesquer

ies of Melville's The Confidence Man point to a universe that is a 

cosmic joke. 

In contrast to the romantic view of the grotesque as pointing to 

the transcendent or sublime, the modern view of the grotesque abandons 

the concept of transcendence altogether. Like the romantic writer the 

modern writer sees the world and man as grotesque, but he rejects the 

romantic hope in a redemption from grotesqueness. The modern writer has 

little belief in cosmic order; he has no notion of ideal forms that the 

32. David Halliburton, "The Grotesque in American Literature: 
Poe, Hawthorne, and Melville," Dissertation, University of California, 
Riverside, 1966. My view of the grotesque in American Romanticism is 
heavily indebted to Halliburton's observations and examples. 
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grotesque is in deviation from. For the modern v/riter the grotesque is 

the chief characteristic of a world in which the strange provokes no 

comment. One need only recall Gregor Samsa's calm acceptance of being 

an insect in Kafka's "The Metamorphosis" to understand how completely 

life has become a nightmare. In such contemporary literary movements as 

the "black humorists" and the "theater of the absurd" the distinction 

between realism and the fantastic or surreal has vanished. This break

down of esthetic modes indicates that tlie modern writer rejects what he 

sees as the imposition of arbitrary order on a world that is in chaos. 

In the post-Freudian universe the unusual or grotesque reveals the 

paradoxical nature of man himself. Man is viewed as an incongruous 

mixture of what has traditionally been considered antagonistic: body 

and soul, passion and reason, good and evil. Unlike the romantic, the 

modern writer has little hope of reconciling these forces in a hier

archical order. The traditional view of man as a rational animal has 

been replaced by the modern psychological view that emphasizes man's 

irrationality. 

Moreover, man's irrationality is seen by contemporary 

writers as matched by tlie irrationality of the universe around him. Un

like the rationalist or idealist view of a congruence between mind and 

world in terms of reason, the modern world view is decidedly non-

teleological. In a world stripped of the transcendental, truth and 

meaning are seen as relative. Just as modern-science in contrast to 

traditional science rejects absolute knowledge of physical phenomena 

emphasizing instead theories of relativity and indeterminacy, modern 

philosophy rejects any absolute view of human values seeing them instead 



as relative and si±>jective. In the words of the existentialists 

existence precedes essence. That is, neither man nor world have any 

predetermined value or meaning before man in his existence creates them. 

The consequence of this view of man and world is a fascination with 

subjectivity—that is, the notion that what matters most is neither the 

nature of the external world or the social "world, but, rather, the way 

in which our impressions of these worlds are registered in hioman con

sciousness. 

But the modern preoccupation with consciousness and freedom 

causes the alienation, anxiety, and sense of absurdity or meaningless-

ness that make modern man grotesque. Because man is the source of 

meaning for both himself and world, he cannot escape seeing an arbitrar

iness in all his valuations. As a result he is alienated from tliem. 

The world is seen as absurd because of the vast incongruity between 

man's values and nature's blank indifference. His perception that 

everything is founded on consciousness, which in txirn is founded on 

nothing, leads to anxiety before the nothingness in the world and in 

himself. This sense of nothingness is the soiurce of modern man's 

grotesqueness. The modern use of the grotesque unlike past usages has 

little to do with moral allegory. Man is not seen as a grotesque 

animal-like being because of his unwillingness to control his bestial 

desires and conform to his supposed divine image or rational nature. 

Instead, such grotesque phenomena as the schizoid personality, and the 

confusion of the animate and inanimate show the nothingness at the 

center of being. 
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Both the romantic hope of a transcendent order and the modern 

sense of nothingness at the center of being are reflected in the early 

naturalist use of the grotesque. The early naturalists, like the 

romantics, recognize the grotesqueness of everyday life. Unlike the 

romantics, however, they have no real faith in any transcendental order. 

Because the naturalists are afraid that man's grotesqueness is un

redeemable, they evade their intuitions of disorder by asserting a 

belief in cosmic harmony that testifies to a lingering nostalgia for 

some ideal hierarchy in which man has a proper place. As a consequence 

they present an explicit standard of normality to offset their grotesque 

visions. Their grotesque creatures are seen as madmen or examples of 

thwarted evolutionary development and contrasted with supposedly healthy 

examples of emotional balance and civilized development. The early 

natiaralists attempt to argue that the grotesque is the abnormal. But 

the world they create in their fiction reveals little distinction 

between the normal and the abnormal. The early naturalist '.concern for 

order disguises a growing doubt in any principles of order. Although 

the early naturalists attempt, like the romantics, to interpret life's 

grotesqueries in terms of transcendental forces that cannot be ration

ally explained, alongside this affirmation of meaning and order is an 

obsessive fear that man is a grotesque, alienated thing whose life is 

meaningless. In early naturalism one can see an anticipation of 

twentietl'i-century nihilism. This is not surprising. After all, the 

scientific world view that changed man's outlook toward the universe 

and himself reached its culmination in the middle and late nineteenth 

century. Evolutionary biology finds man to be only an animal denuded 



of any spiritual trappings. The naturalist reaction to this positivist 

world view is a greater concern for the subjective and a tragic view 

of man as isolated and alienated from others and himself. 

Since a complete study of the grotesque in natiaralism is 

impossible, any limited inquiry must, to be meaningful, be both 

selective and representative. This study will be limited to the 

selected novels of five figures in early naturalism: The Shadow of a 

Dream by William Dean Howells; The Story of a Country Town by E. W. 

Howe; Vandover and the Brute and McTeague by Frank Norris; The Sea Wolf 

by Jack London; and Maggie, A Girl of the Streets, The Red Badge of 

Courage, and "The Monster" by Stephen Crane. While including Crane, 

Norris, and London needs no explanation, the inclusion of Howells and 

Howe must be justified, as well as the excltision of Twain. Though few 

consider Howells a naturalist, much less a writer who deals with the 

grotesque, he is, in his later novels a naturalist or, at least, a 

proto-naturalist whose use of the grotesque shows the inadequacy of 

traditional literary definitions like realism to describe naturalist 

work. Howe is included not only because of his grotesque characters 

but also because he like Howells shows that realism is often not 

feasible for the depiction of the grotesque. I have excluded Twain 

primarily because his use of the grotesque involves too many factors 

outside the scope of naturalism. Twain, in such works as Pudd'nhead 

Wilson and The Mysterious Stranger reveals a very modern, absurdist use 

of the grotesque, much like Crane's. Since Crane is more indisputably 

a naturalist than Twain, Crane better represents naturalism's modern 

use of the grotesque. 



THE REALIST CONFRONTS THE DEMONIC: 
HOWELLS' GROTESQUE ROMANCE 

The Shadow of a Dream is the first of a number of Howells' 

late works that exhibit a concern for the irrational and abnormal.^ 

What is particularly important about this novel is that it shows how the 

change in Howells' work was a consequence of his reevaluation of the 

assimiptions implicit in realism. Although in a letter to his father he 

ashamedly confessed that the novel's motive was "rather romantic" and 

added as way of defens:e that "the treatment [is] very realistic," in the 

novel itself the assumptions underlying the terms "realist" and 

"romantic" are explored not in Howells' typical manner, which sees 

romanticism as a pejorative word, but rather with a growing awareness 

tliat both terms are inadequate labels for the mystery of hioman expe-

2 
rience. Becaiase Howells explores in the novel the mystery of such 

subjective phenomena as dreams and their relation to life and refuses to 

1. Such late Howells novels as The Shadow of a Dream (1891), 
The Landlord at Lion's Head (1897), The Son of Loyal Langbrith (1904), 
and The Leatherwood God (1916) have been termed by critics variously as 
naturalistic, psychological, and Hawthornesque. See: George C. 
Carrington, Jr., The Emense Complex Drama; The World and Art of the 
Howells Novel (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1966), pp. 121-
128. Elain Hedges, "Howells on a Hawthornesque Theme," Texas Studies 
in Language and Literature, 3 (1961), 129-143. James W. Mathews, 
"Toward Naturalism: Three Late Novels of W. D. Howells,'.' Genre, 4 
(1973), p. 362. 

2. Quoted by Martha Banta in her introduction to W. D. 
Howells, The Shadow of a Dream and An Imperative Duty, ed. Martha 
Banta (Blooxnington: Indiana University Press, 1970) , p. xx. Note: 
all further references to this edition will be in parentheses. 
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accept an exclusively rational or scientific explanation of their 

causes, the novel leaves the boundary of realism whose emphasis is on 

the average realms of experience. By writing a novel concerned with 

life's grotesqueries, Howells sees himself as examining experiences that 

are in their very nature too ambiguous for rationalization. Since 

Howells is no longer willing to use probability as the sole criterion of 

the- "real," he theoretically allows for the possibility of romantic art 

whose province is the secrets of the soul and the supra-rational. As a 

consequence The Shadow of a Dream is not only a novel but an aesthetic 

statement on the relation of art to life. In this sense it is just as 

important for an understanding of Howells' development as the essays he 

wrote for the Atlantic Monthly and later repiiblished as Cricitism and 

Fiction. 

One effective way of examining this strange novel in order to 

understand both the motives that prompted Howells to write it and the 

work itself as a new departure in novelistic vision is by analyzing the 

novel in terms of the grotesque. Vfhat makes Howells' use of the 

grotesque in The Shadow of a Dream fascinating is that he conceives of 

the demonic as invading the realm of everyday, normal life. The novel 

is a terrifying vision of the possibility of chaos no matter how ordered 

and secure life seems. The Faulkners and the Marches are Howells' 

typical middle-class Americans, but despite their averageness they are 

not immune to the forces of disorder that overwhelm them. Faulkner's 

grotesque obsession that his wife and best friend will marry after his 

death and the subsequent turn of events that almost make his dream come 



true suggest a world under the control of the demonic. The characters 

in the novel seek an answer to the question the dream raises—do Hermia 

Faulkner and Jim Nevil have a right to marry after Faulkner's death al

though he has dreamt of their marriage? The problem, however, that 

faces both reader and characters is how can there be an answer to a drean 

whose source is a mystery. What the characters ought to do seems beside 

the point because duty constantly changes as they consider all the pos

sible meanings of the dream. VThether the dream is a true prophecy of 

the future, an intimation of a love between Hermia and Nveil that neither 

is aware of, or simply the maniac ravings of mental illness, its force 

is destructive enough to transform the rules of everyday life until 

there seems to be no guidelines for proper behavior. The result is the 

entrapment not only of the obsessed Doughlas Faulkner but of the Marches, 

Jim Nevil, and Hermia Faulkner by the forces of disorder. 

This feeling of entrapment that is essential to the experience 

of the grotesque has its source in the collapse of the efficacy of 

common sense formulas to analyze events. The familiar pattern of cause 

3 
and effect is suspended. The feeling of freedom is replaced by one of 

fatality: the grotesque character feels himself a puppet of forces 

greater than himself. For example, in The Shadow of a Dream, Faulkner 

is a grotesque because he is entrapped by a -dream that seems inexplic- . 

able in the light of his experiences. Though he may try to rationalize 

his obsession in order to dismiss it as absurd, he cannot free himself 

from the suspicions it arouses. The demonic element in Faulkner's dream 

3. Jennings, p. 6. 
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exercises a mastery over him despite the seeming ludicrousness of his 

fears. In fact, the very absurdity of his suspicions makes them all the 

more terrible and heightens his sense of doom. The result of this kind 

of entrapment is a terrible and ironic comedy, a kind of tragic comedy in 

which roles and words are meaningless in the face of the inexplicable. 

A consequence of this meaninglessness is the collapse of the 

commonsensical formulations that are the bulwark of the Howells novel. 

Though the Marches, as Howells' typical American couple, attempt to 

provide a reasonable perspective on Favilkner's bizarre dream, they more 

often than not illustrate the limitations of reason and conventional 

thinking with its stereotyped classifications. During the course of 

the novel Basil and Isabel March engage in an almost comic debate as to 

whether men or women. Easterners or Westerners are romantic or realistic 

in their behavior. However, what the Marches discover, as they analyze 

the sequence of events that lead up to and follow Faulkner's death is 

that such distinctions are so relative when applied to an actual situa

tion that they are meaningless. The challenge that the demonic repre

sents destroys their ability to use such convenient stereotypes. 

Nowhere is the paucity of stereotypes more evident than when the 

Marches attempt to confront the meaning of Faulkner's dream. The very 

ambiguity of the grotesque maJces rationalization impossible; the con

ventional categories of explanation become contradictory. Isabel March 

distinguishes her reactions to the dream from her husband's in terms of 

her seeing herself as a realistic Easterner and him as a romantic 

Westerner. . Though she is impressed by her distinction it immediately 

breaks down when March hints that an illicit relationship between Nevil 
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and Hermia may have been responsible for Faulkner's dream. Isabel 

angrily accuses March of vulgar cynicism, which is a strange accusation 

coming from her since she has just argued that all Westerners are hope

lessly romantic. Isabel, in what is ironically a romantic position 

herself, rejects the thought that Nevil and Hermia have anything between 

them. She sees such an insinuation as a vile and degraded opinion. The 

conversation continues with a shifting of roles: March, the supposedly 

romantic Westerner, is the cynical realist, and Isable, the supposedly 

realistic Easterner, the romantic idealist. March, on learning from 

Isabel that Nevil is engaged, cries, "What! Already! Why it isn't six 

months since . . . "(p. 52). But March's anticipation of events outruns 

him. Isabel, ashamed of his cynicism, triumphantly reveals that Nevil 

is engaged to a lady in his own parish. But Isabel is not entirely 

without cynicism. Her own comment on this news is to remark, "Now I can 

respect her without the slightest reservation" (p. 55). She continues, 

saying: 

But if this had not happened, if this engagement did not give 
the lie so distinctly to the worst that we ever thought when 
we thought o\ar worst about it, I could never have been exactly 
easy. There would always have been, don't you know, the mis
giving that there was a consciousness of something driving 
them together during his life that frightened them apart after 
his death. But now I feel perfectly sure (p. 55). 

Ironically, Isabel, for all her notions of March's masculine vulgarity 

and her supposed refusal to see Hermia as degraded, reveals in the 

proceeding remarks that she has entertained the same suspicions as her 

husband. The roles she has given herself and March, that of realistic 

Easterner and romantic Westerner respectively, collapse in an anxious 
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and suspicious fascination with the grotesque prophecy of the dream and 

its aftermath. 

The great illusion such stereotyping creates is that it allows 

one to think one knows more than one does. Knowledge of the world and 

the self is easily hidden by this kind of thinking because stereotypes 

rest on unexplored opinions. However, the very nature of the demonic 

demands that such superficial views be abandoned. In confronting the 

demonic one no longer knows who one is or what one believes. For 

example, March represents himself to his wife as a self-consistent 

realist, but this is hardly the viewpoint that he maintains throughout 

the novel. Frequently, he vacillates between what he imagines to be a 

civilized and rational outlook and a perspective he would call one of 

primitive superstition. At first, March's attitude toward Faulkner's 

dream is commonsensical. While admitting that he himself if he has a 

portentous dream would be influenced by it, or rather "the ancestral 

tent-dweller within me would be influenced," March maintains "if I had a 

dream that contained a warning or a forecast of evil, I should feel it 

my duty in the interests of civilization to defy it . . ." (p. 32). But 

for all his rationality he is forced to admit that in all probability 

"I should lie down under it, and shudder out some propitiatory aspira

tion to the offended fetish that was threatening me" (p. 32). March's 

thinking about dreams for all his supposed practicality is ambiguous 

and cannot be formulated in any convenient stereotype such as realistic 

or practical. 

As he quickly shows, the more March thinks about dreams the less 

he is ready to admit that he understands them. For example, in 
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conversation with Faulkner, he is certain, at first, that there is a 

very real difference between the dreaming and waking state. But as he 

reflects on the difference he notes that the boundary line between the 

two seems arbitrary, especially as one begins to drowse. Attempting a 

definition, he calls those thoughts dreams in which "I find something 

grotesque floating through my mind" and those thoughts part of wakening 

consciousness in which "there is something logical and matter-of-fact" 

(p. 31). But he is not satisfied with this definition which does beg 

the question since the content of consciousness cannot be the sole 

distinction between the sleeping and waking state or men would be by 

definition asleep every time they had a grotesque thought. As March's 

conversation with Faulkner continues he discovers that instead of re

futing him, he shares with Faulkner a suspicion that dreams to presage 

the future. Faulkner, paraphrasing Ribot, the noted French psychologist, 

notes that in dreams men are often warned of diseases that are about to 

attack them: "A man dreams of a mad dog, and wakes up with a malignant 

ulcer in the spot where he was bitten ..." (p. 32). March's reply is 

to say "And 1 have had one such experience myself" (p. 33). March, in 

an attempt to evade the demonic implications of his conversation with 

Faulkner, tries, finally, to take comfort in the advice of Dr. Wingate, 

who refuses to allow any explanation for dreams that is not either 

psychological or physiological. But March cannot escape the conviction 

that Faulkner's dream has somehow killed him,'an answer Dr. Wingate 

thinks is overly dramatic and a result of reading too much romantic 

literature. In what is an ironic commentary on the inadequacy of March's 

thinking, Wingate accuses March of the same romantic indulgence March 
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has accused Faulkner of committing. Obviously, as March reflects on the 

grotesque nature of experience, it is not as easy for him to be the 

realist as he claims. 

The extent to which March finds himself intellectually adrift 

can be seen by examining his responses to both Faulkner's mother and Jim 

Nevil. In his conversations with both of them he so radically alter

nates between adopting a romantic and a realistic posture that he is 

driven into continual self-contradiction. He finds himself continually 

saying things he doesn't believe because he feels he ought to say them. 

He is comfortable with neither the enlightened nor the romantic role, 

but he cannot help playing either. He is caught between his efforts to 

rationalize Faulkner's dream as superstitious madness, while yet 

acknowledging his instinctive belief in the dream's prophetic power. 

In contrast to Mrs. Faulkner, who believes Hermia and Nevil should marry 

and disregard the dream as madness, March sees the approaching marriage 

with horror. In reaction to her practicality, he finds himself becoming 

sentimental for the dead Faulkner who he sees as being forgotten. He 

almost asks that the engagement be broken off. His change of feeling is 

accompanied by a new view of woman. Instead of thinking of them as 

romantic, a charge he made to Isabel in the beginning of the novel, he 

now sees them as practical. Mrs. Faulkner's matter-of-factness makes 

him think women are characterized by a "business-like" treatment of the 

affections (p. 94). Ironically, March, overwhelmed by pity for Faulkner, 

who seems abandoned by both his wife and mother, gives up his role of 

enlightened male for a role he once would have called a woman's and 

romantic. 
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But March cannot even be a consistent romantic. Hearing that 

Mrs. Faulkner and Hermia plan to leave the whole matter of the marriage 

for Nevil to decide after he knows of the dream, March can only do 

another about-face: "why should you tell Mr. Nevil what the dream was; 

or at least that it concerned him? We must consider that, in the light 

of reason, the thing is non-existent" (p. 97). Because March is aware 

that disclosing the dream might destroy both Nevil and Hermia's chance 

for happiness, his appeal to reason is a desperate attempt to avoid what 

he feels would be a catastrophe. But his refusal to tell Nevil does 

not mean that he agrees to the wedding. He cannot tell which is the 

more terrible outcome: the prospect of marriage or its denial. Because 

both are for him impossible to accept he can be neither the practical 

and enlightened realist nor the romantic idealist. March's confronta

tion with the forces of the demonic has stripped him of all ability to 

take meaningful action. Tlie result is his self-alienation and loss of 

freedom. March has become a grotesque. 

March's schizoid reasoning is apparent in his conversation with 

Nevil. When Nevil asserts that he must, somehow, have loved Hermia in 

order to prompt Faulkner's dream, March replies that even if Nevil has 

it does not matter since no one could have known it. But March's 

remark is preposterous because Faulkner's dream suggests that he might 

have been aware of Nevil's feelings despite Nevil's silence. March 

himself realizes the absurdity of what he says. But what seems to him 

the absurdity of Nevil's guilt drives March to what he feels is an un

warranted position, the romantic view. March reflects that it is only 

in cheap romantic novels that one finds "the silently suffering lover" 
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whom he has just likened Nevil to (p. 109). Moreover, in what is one 

of the novel's most absurd turnabouts, March's refusal to believe that 

Faulkner has ever intuited Nevil's feelings, regardless of what they may 

have been, causes March to assert that the romantic view is also the 

"legal, practical, matter-of-fact view" (p. 109). Because Nevil may 

have been a silent lover he is legally innocent according to March. 

As the conversation continues, March's arguments repeatedly 

contradict themselves. In reply to March, Nevil accutely observes that 

the very mystery of love's origin is such that one cannot tell when it 

begins and, therefore, it is impossible to know whether he or Hermia 

have been in love before Faulkner's death. March, obviously forgetting 

his remarks about woman's practicality in approaching the emotions, 

rejects this view as being only something a woman could advance, because 

only a woman could be such a "moral hypochondriac" (p. 110). March, in 

what is a complete contradiction to what he has just told Nevil, argues 

that "I should not feel it lawful for you to marry his widow if you had 

ever allowed yourself to covet his wife" (p. Ill). He asserts that it 

is wrong of Nevil to think himself guilty of feeling love for Hermia 

simply because he doesn't know for certain whether he is innocent of 

that love. Overcome for Hermia, March ironically becomes the romantic 

hero, ajnd his language becomes that of melodrama: "It ought to be on 

your conscience not to leave that noble and beautiful creature to the 

prey of doubts and fears, of ifs and ands, that will blast her whole 

life with the shame of a thief who has given up his booty to escape 

punishment" (p. Ill). March makes not only a romantic appeal to 

Nevil, but a rational one as well. He argues that Nevil must go back 



to Hermia "in the interst of human enlightenment, from the duty every 

educated man has to resist the powers of darkness that work upon the 

nerves through the superstition of the childhood of the world" (p. 112). 

March's speech is a repetition of one he has made to Faulkner to con

vince him to reject the seemingly irrational and romantic viewpoint of 

his dream. Ironically, however, it is impossible to know whether the 

speech is supporting a practical or a romantic position. Nevil's 

assumption that he is guilty of desiring Hermia may show a womanish, 

romantic overfastidiousness, but it might also show a realistic, albeit 

cynical, view of hirnian nature. Nevil's viewpoint, like Faulkner's 

dream, cannot easily be classified as either romantic or realistic. 

Consequently, the arguments March thinks are romantic could well be 

practical and the ones he thinks most practical could be romantic. The 

demonic causes not only March's roles to reverse, but his arguments as 

well. He is in a situation that is both grotesque and absurd. 

IThe Shadow of a Dream represents for Howells both an acceptance 

of romanticism's claim that the artist must deal with the possibility 

of the supra-rational elements in life and a new awareness that for 

some of life's problems there are no real solutions. Howells could have 

easily transformed the novel into one dealing with the conflict of 

false loyalties. The refusal of Nevil and Hermia to marry out of 

respect for the dead Faulkner could then be dismissed as an'overly 

romantic fastidiousness. Howells, using his version of the utilitarian 

principle, the least pain for the most people, could make the problem 

the novel presents easily disappear. Nevil ajid Hermia would ignore the 

dream and marry. After all, in the past Howells had effectively used 



his doctrine of the "economy of pain" in sindlar ticklish moral situa

tions. But in this novel Howells recognizes that events occur where 

even the "econoiry of pain" is unsuitable as a moral touchstone. In The 

Shadow of a Dream such a pragmatic criterion is too simple-minded for 

the grotesque situation the novel develops because mlike Howells' 

earlier novels which are concerned with the question of human happiness. 

The Shadow of a Dream is an examination of the difficulty of discovering 

the truth. 

Utilitarian ethics are useless when one does not ask what can 

one do to be happy but what is true. The characters' preoccupation with 

knowing what is unknowable, that is, the true meaning of the dream, is 

what causes the disappearance of the normal guidelines for human action. 

For while utility is an adequate guide for evei^^ay life, it is of no 

help in a confrontation with forces that destroy the very foundations of 

normal behavior. Ironically, Howells has in the novel described a 

situation that can only be analyzed in terms of non-relative ethics. 

What Hermia and Nevil ask is not what decision will result in pleasure 

or pain, but what decision is right or wrong. The problem is that this 

question is meaningless before the demonic. 

The principle of the "economy of pain" is not the only one that 

is suddenly inadequate to deal with the complexities of life. Even 

that bulwark of Howells' faith, the doctrine of complicity, undergoes a 

strange transformation when confronted with the demonic. According to 

Howells' view of human interaction, there is nothing that men can do 

that is without consequence somewhere in the world. Howells' belief in 

complicity gives him the ethical assurance that no action is meaningless 



or affects oneself alone; all actions are part of a chain of events 

that ties humanity together. Certainly one of the main themes of The 

Shadow of a Dream is Howells' idea of hiaman conplicity. In the novel, 

Faulkner's apparently irrational and meaningless dream influences the 

lives of his wife, best friend, and even the Marches whom he has met 

only briefly and by accident. For Howells the web of human relation

ship is endless; it begins and ends in mystery. Every man is the 

victim or victimizer of every other man in a relationship that is 

inescapable. In this novel such relationships are not only inescapable 

but often grotesque. What is in Howells' other novels a principle of 

human responsibility becomes in The Shadow of a Dream a means of en

trapment by the forces of disorder that suggest not meaningful com

plicity but meaningless accident. 

For March what is particularly grotesque about his involvement 

with the Faulkners is that despite its accidental origin in a chance 

meeting of old friends it has the power to transform his life. As the 

Marchs become more involved in the Faulkners' affairs, March becomes 

uncomfortable. He attempts to reduce his role in their lives by seeing 

his involvement as comic. He asserts an idea of human solidarity but 

grotesquely exaggerates it, noting that "some nameless savage in Central 

Africa was shaping our destiny" (p. 76). March's comic cynicism is 

ultimately an evasion, for his involvement in the Faulkners' affairs is 

real. As Isabel points out, if he told Dr. Wingate about the proposed 

marriage of Nevil and Hermia the entire problem that the dream repre

sents would have been avoided because the doctor would have never told 

Hermia Faulkner's dream. Ironically, March's very desire to stay 
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detached has caused him to commit a sin of omission. March, to his 

surprise, is hopelessly involved and no matter how absurd Faulkner's 

dream may seem, March is also its victim. 

March's complicity in Faulkner's affairs has made him a 

grotesque. Although he attempts to reason himself out of his involve

ment he soon finds that he too like Faulkner is haunted by grotesque 

dreams, especially when he accompanies Hermia Faulkner to the Midwest: 

I spent a troubled night, tormented, whether sleeping or 
waking, by a fantastic exaggeration of the whole business, and 
exasperated by a keen sense of its preposterousness. It 
seemed to me intolerable that I should be made the victim of 
it; that this gossamer nothing, which ndght perhaps accountably 
involve the lives of those concerned through a morbid con
science, should have power upon me, to drag me a thousand 
miles away from my family, and subject me to all the chances 
of danger and death which I might incur, seemed to me 
atrocious. I spent myself in long imaginary dialogues with 

wife, with Hermia, with Nevil, in which I convinced them to 
no effect that I had nothing whatever to do with the matter, 
and would not have. Faulkner appeared to me a demonic 
presence, at the end of the lurid perspective, rimning back 
to that scene in the garden—implacable, immovable, ridiculous 
like all the rest, monstrous, illogical, and no more to be 
reasoned away than to be entreated (pp. 77-78). 

March may attempt to evade the demonic by claiming that its irration

ality makes it insubstantial, but his very experience of its controlling 

power to involve him is inescapable proof of its potency. What is most 

ludicrous is that his involvement is entirely the consequence of an 

accidental meeting at a railroad station. March's realization of the 

complete absurdity of events implies that Howells' doctrine of com

plicity is a euphemism for what is a grotesque and meaningless en

trapment . 

In The Shadow of a Dream Howells has come to realize that no 

moral principle is adequate to deal with the complexity of experience. 



Howells' doctrines of the "economy of pain" and "complicity," essential 

in his early novels as the mainstay for a realistic use of ethics to 

combat the false ethical codes of romantic novels, are, in the light of 

the ambiguity of ejiperience, false and arbitrary formulas. The re

jection of the principle of the "economy of pain" and the suggestion 

that "complicity" may be meaningless represents a strong commitment on 

Howells' part to realism. But it is not the conventional realism of 

any "average" way of life or a probable sequence of events. Howells, in 

The Shadow of a Dream, saw that the question for the artist is not a 

statistical one of how to describe life as it is usually lived, but 

rather how to portray life in all its grotesgueness and absurdity. 

Howells' emphasis on the grotesque and absurd is reflected in 

the novel's strange ending, an ending that shows the utter irrationality 

of events. March and Nevil's conversation ends with Nevil promising to 

reconsider March's objections with Hermia. But while exiting from 

March's departing train, Nevil is caught between the train and a pillar 

and killed. Less than a year later, Hejrmia also dies, probably, March 

says, though not aware of how ironic such a view is coming from him, of 

the typically romantic "broken heart" (p. 113). Thus the novel goes 

full circle. Beginning with an accidental meeting at a train station 

between Basil March and his physician. Dr. Wingate, who accidentally 

happens to mention he is treating March's long-lost friend Faulkner, 

the novel concludes at a train station with ahother accident, Nevil's 

death. Nothing is resolved. Like the language of the debate between 

the characters, the plot is circular and seemingly meaningless. 
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Howells' ending of the novel results in what many critics see 

as a deus ex machina ending with Nevil's accidental death being of the 

kind Howells criticized in romantic novels. Admittedly the novel ends 

abruptly. Howells, as though anticipating objections to the novel for 

being too inconclusive or too romantic in its ending, has the Marches 

imagine possible alternate endings. Though the Marches try to imagine 

a possible happy ending they find such an ending impossible. The 

alternatives are equally unsatisfying. The Marches note that, given 

the character of Hermia and Nevil, the dream would always in some way 

influence them. March argues that if Nevil and Hermia had met again 

they would have reaffirmed their decision for renunciation. He imagines 

them having "a sort of dramatic friendship taking the place of their 

love, and uniting their lives in good works . . ." (p. 114). But he 

then rejects this ending because it is too like the ones in romantic 

novels. Isabel March, however, thinks they would have married and been 

unhappy because "they could not have kept their self respect and their 

perfect honor for each other ..." (p. 114). Isabel's ending is in 

some ways a seemingly possible one because The Shadow of a Dream would 

not then be the first Howells novel to end in an unsuitable marriage. 

It is certainly true to life that many people misjudge what they can do 

while influenced by passion. But her ending is no more probable than 

March'.s romantic one. March's objection to Isabel's ending on the 

grounds that it is "abominably unfair that they should suffer so for no 

wrong" is, of course, an evasion. Caught between their desire to have 

an ending that is probable yet also just, the Marches can decide on no 

ending at all. Finally, March, confronted at the end with what seems a 



meaningless sequence of events, c^ only offer three contradictory 

explanations: either "all suffering is to some end" and "no anguish is 

wasted" or everything that happened had nothing to do with justice but 

was "simply fate," or, as much as March would hate to admit it, "the 

dream was a divination of facts; that Hermia and Nevil were really in 

love while Faulkner lived, and were untrue to him in their hearts . . ." 

(pp. 114-115). The Marches see the second solution as crude and reject 

the third out of a conviction of Hermia and Nevil's innocence. Isabel 

finds the second solution especially objectionable because she can't 

believe that people have no control over their feelings. But Isabel's 

moralistic view is an inadequate as any other. All the explanations are 

as probable as they are improbable. The grotesque cannot be rational

ized away. 

One possible way of understanding Howells' strategy in ending 

The Shadow of a Dream is to realize that the Marches' commentary on how 

the novel should end is a continuation of their debate on the difference 

between men and women and also between realism and romanticism. The 

Shadow of a Dream, if seen in terms of this debate, is a novel with a 

thesis. Just as their previous debate indicates how inadequate such 

terms like realism, romanticism. Easterner, or Westerner are as 

explanations for behavior so too their attempt to provide a meaningful 

ending shows the paucity of ejqjlanations in the face of the ambiguity of 

the demonic. Howells' ending might be an intentional attempt to 

maximize the very ambiguity that is confronted thr6ughout the novel. 

If esqperience is ambiguoxis, then it is, in effect, formless. It has 

neither beginning nor end except by the most arbitrary of means. 



Howells emphasizes this formlessness by beginning the novel with an 

accidental meeting and ending it with an accidental death. In order to 

write a novel with absolute fidelity to the shapelessness of experience 

Howells may have decided to choose not an ending but the forestalling 

of any possible ending. 

However theoretically consistent the ending of the novel seer^, 

it is impossible not to detect a certain evasiveness in Howells' re

fusal to allow Nevil to live, even if such a decision might have 

required Nevil's marriage to Hermia and their mutual imhappiness. In a 

letter to Howard Pyle, Howells wrote that he first intended Nevil and 

Hermia to marry, but soon felt a marriage was impossible. "I felt that 

Nevil was the helpless prisoner of his traditions and yet in his place 

I didn't know how I could have acted differently. . . . Happy for all 

4 
if they could die out of their difficulties." Howells' comment to 

Pyle implies that his ending for the novel may not have been due to 

aesthetic considerations, but because he did not have the heart for a 

painful ending. Like March, Howells possibly could not confront the 

demonic possibility that the innocent suffer endlessly. Because Howells 

rejects meaningless suffering the grotesque events of the novel are the 

grounds for a modesty that is preparatory for faith. March cannot 

accept any view that sees the world as a series of "stupid, bliandering 

accidents" because "We could not believe that for our very soul's saxe; 

and for our own sanity must not" (p. 59). Finally for March, and 

4. W. D. Howells, "Letter to Howard Pyle, 22 December 1890," 
Life in Letters of W. D. Howells, ed. Mildred Howells (Garden City, 
N.Y.: Doubleday, Doran, 1928), II, 10. 
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probably for Howells as well, the only answer is March's echo of God's 

reply to Job: 

We who were nowhere when the foundations of the world were laid, 
and knew not who had laid the measures of it, or stretched the 
line upon it, could only feel that our little corner of cogni
tion afforded no perspective of the infinite plan; and we left 
those others to their places in it, not without commiseration, 
but certainly without trying to account for what had happened 
to them, or with any hope of ever offering a justification of 
it (p. 59). 

Howells could not abandon his hope that there was somewhere a principle 

of order. The demonic must be banished by faith. 

Because Howells realized the inadequacy of realism to either 

explain or describe the contradictory impulses that create the 

grotesque personality or situation Howells rejects realism's preoccupa

tion with objectivity and emphasizes the nystery of the subjective 

origins of perception that are the concern of the romanticist. For 

example, Howells emphasizes the intuitive and emotional over the 

rational by having March discover how arbitrary and stereotyped his 

view of the relations between past, present, and future is. What March 

learns in Faulkner's garden and during his trip to the Midwest is that 

the past can live in the present and the relatively new Midwest can seem 

older than the East that predates it by centuries. When March looks on 

the haunts of his childhood again he notes that the midwest can have 

associations as well as Europe: "it all looked much older than anything 

in the East from the soft-coal smoke with which wall and mansion and 

garden trees were blackened. I suppose it was the smell of this in the 

air, and the mat of ivy on the house front, that confused nQ'' memories of 
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the further past with more recent recollections of England ..." (pp. 

82-83). 

The importance of this section of the novel with its emphasis on 

almost gothic-like ruins whether hallowed by time or not is that it 

shows Howells' growing sense of the importance of subjectivity. 

Howells' attention to the relationship of memory and perception leads 

him to reject the mechanical notion of time as mere sequence. Instead, 

as Howells' character March discovers, time is essentially a siabjective 

apprehension. Moreover, so is place. The consequence, as the above-

passage shows is the collapse of all distinction between old and 

romantic Europe and modem Edenic America. But this highly subjective 

sense of time is similar to the confusion of present and future that 

characterize Faulkner's grotesque prophetic dream. Howells' point is 

that March's simple ej^erience of the strange effects of memory on the 

perception of space and time reveals a continuity between life's normal 

and abnormal realms. After all, while few may have a dream as grotesque 

as Faulkner's everyone has at one time or another esq^erienced the 

relativity of time. The breakdown of the distinction between the normal 

and the abnormal which is one hallmark of the grotesque allows Howells 

to consider a possible transcendental meaning to experience as the 

romanticists did before him. 

This consideration of transcendental meanings is shown in 

Howells' symbolism. What is readily apparent-is that Howells' use of 

traditionally romantic symbols and mythic material displays his 

increasing sense that realistic mundane imagery is not sufficient of 

itself to characterize the kinds of grotesque experience he is 
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exploring. Howells' use of symbols reflects his growing recognition of 

the it\"steries of the spirit. It is a usage in the tradition of American 

romanticism. Howells in his previous novels exhibited what Harold Kolb 

in his discussion of the realist use of symbols calls the usual realist 

imcertainty about "spiritual facts, the existence of the soul and the 

accessibility of the infinite" that "led them to reject the symbolic 

tradition" for a "specific, concrete, and mundane" imagery that revealed 

character and the irony of the regular world.^ But in The Shadow of a 

Dream with its consideration of a possible merging of the finite and 

infinite, human and demonic (or for that matter the divine) the conven

tional imagery of realism is inappropriate. Instead, Howells mainly 

uses the stock imagery of the romantic symbolist and allegorist. 

Examples of the traditional romantic images Howells uses are the garden 

with its suggestion of the fall, and the sea as the image of timeless-

ness and fate. Howells also makes traditional use of light and dark 

imagery: the characters exhibit the romantic distinction between the 

dark and the fair with its implications of good and evil. Significantly, 

autumn is the season during which most of the action takes place, and 

Howells is careful to reinforce associations between winter, death, and 

memory. 

Like the romantics Howells sees the grotesque as symbolizing 

forces beyond the world. Examples of Howells' most transcendental 

associations appear in his use of sea imagery; March stands on the 

rocks after his conversation with Faulkner about dreams and, musing on 

5. Harold Kolb, Jr., Ihe Illusion of Life: American Realism 
as a Literary Form (Charlottesville: University of Virginia, 1969), 
p. 117. 
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the sea, invokes all its rich associations with death, fate, and 

mystery. For him the sea is an 

. . . image of eternity: the infinite waters seasonless, 
changeless, boiondless. The tide was still coming in with that 
slow, resistless invasion of the land, which is like the 
closing in of death upon the borders of life. In successive 
plunges it pounded on the outer reefs and brawled foaming in 
over the broken granite shore, lifting and tossing the weed 
of the boulders, which spread and swayed before it like the 
hair of drowned Titans and lunged into the hollow-murmuring 
caverns, to suck back again, and pull down a stretch of 
gravelly beach with a long snarl of the pebbles torn from 
their beds (pp. 35-35). 

The analogues this description provokes characterize may of the ideas 

behind the novel. The incoming tide suggests not only Faulkner's 

approaching death but also the invasion of life by the demonic forces 

which his dream represents. Particularly powerful is Howe1Is' simile 

of the seaweed as the "hair of drowned Titans." llie tentacles of sea 

weed tossed by the waves are reminiscent of the tangled vegetation of 

Faulkner's sea garden and both together express a strong image of a fate 

that entraps. The sea pulling the pebbles of the beach is indicative 

of the ambiguous forces that direct life. Just as the pebbles offer no 

defense against the onslaught of the sea, so too is Faulkner helpless 

in defending himself against the forces that overwhelm him, though for 

that matter, so too are all the novel's characters the victims of forces 

greater than themselves. 

By the image of the sea has a divine attribute as well as a 

demonic one. When Faulkner dies, March notes', the sea fog comes in, 

obscuring the land while "the roar of the sea seemed solidly to fill the 

air" (p. 43) . Howells intentionally eiiphasizes this association of the 

sea with death and the irystery of eternity by following this observation 



with March's remark that the last morning of Faulkner's life is "a pre-

existence" for Faulkner (p. 45). This remark is especially important 

because in the same chapter March describes a memory of his youth when 

he and Faulkner once were reciting the lines of Wordsworth's ode on the 

intimations of immortality. Recalling the raptiare they both had 

ejiperienced, March attributes it to the innocence of youth. But 

March's ability to experience a similar rapture at Faulkner's death, 

while March is by the sea, indicates that he is still capable of enter

taining a belief in the possibility of immortality despite his age and 

experience. Before the power and majesty of the sea March finds it 

easy to entertain spiritual possibilities. 

Although the abstract symbols of the romanticist tend to 

dominate in the novel, Howells does not altogether abandon the use of 

specific and mundane images. In fact, often a seemingly transcendental 

symbol has a mundane association as if to suggest that the mundane 

explanation is as suitable as the transcendental one. The consequence 

is a juxtaposition of the terrible and the ludicrously banal in 

Howells' images that testifies to his awareness of the mixture of 

n^stery and absurdity that make up life. Howells' purpose is not only 

to reduce the romantic to the commonplace as he once might have done in 

order to attack the romantic novel's view of life, but often to show 

how both the romantic and the commonplace co-exist together, many times 

grotesquely. For example, March notes that his wife's willingness to_ 

let him take Hermia home to Indiana is only partially a result of her 

infatuation with Hermia. Isabel is also afraid Hermia will get sick and 

they'll be bothered nursing her. It is, says March, "an instance of 
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the grotesque and the squalid element which is so apt to mar a heroic 

situation, in order to keep human nature modest" (p. 77). 

This use of the mundane in order to qualify the romantic is done 

throughout the novel. For example, Faulkner is described as "pale, with 

a sort of smokiness" and not "wholesome" (p. 5). In a description that 

is reminiscent of Hawthorne's "Ethan Brand" Faulkner's complexion has 

"a kind of livid stain in it" (p. 13). During his fits Faulkner's face 

becomes a "lurid red" (p. 14). But Faulkner's unwholesome complexion 

may just as well be a symptom of his diseased body as of his moral con

dition, according to Howells. He is not necessarily a devil. Another 

suggestive grotesque image occurs when Nevil falls while running on the 

beach. March observes that "In that tiamble of his he must have fallen 

from some scene of extinct revelry, for he carried on his back a 

collection of broken sea-eggs, clamshells, bits of charred drift-v^ood, 

burnt sea-weed and other vestiges of a former clam-bake" (pp. 37-38). 

The image of a besmirched and falling Nevil carrying the filth of the 

past suggests, \mder the circumstances, that he may not be altogether 

innocent of desiring Hermia before Faulkner's death. Nevil's fall 

carries with it a n^thic dimension because it suggests that he too is a 

creature under the burden of original sin. However, Nevil's fall may 

also be an accident. Certainly his lack of control and frailty can be 

seen as ludicrous as well as portentous. Howells, by giving the 

romantic a grotesque dimension in the commonplace, prevents his first 

romantic novel from becoming a sensational melodrama. 

What prompted Howells to abandon his preoccupation with utility 

and his faith in the power of commonsense to explain life's enigmas was 



his own experiences with irrational and mysterious elements in life. 

His daughter, Winifred, had long been ill with a disease the experts 

thought was psychological. After her death it was discovered that she 

was suffering from a brain tumor. The fact that the leading doctors of 

the day were so easily baffled probably made Howells diiaious about the 

efficacy of science. In The Shadow of a Dream Howells" is playing with 

the limitations of scientifically verifiable truth by suggesting 

Faulkner's death is not the result of a disease but of a mysterious 

obsession. The death of Winifred, however, was not the only impetus to 

Howells' concern for the irrational and abnormal situations of life. 

While writing The Shadow of a Dream Howells was at work on his auto

biographical A Boy's Town. Howells' autobiography presents the picture 

of a childhood obsessed by fear of madness, death, and the supernatural. 

In writing the book Howells was forced to remember the source of many 

of the irrational fixations that always oppressed him. All his life he 

was obsessed by the fear of hydrophobia. Also, he suffered periodically 

from anxiety attacks and nervoxis collapse. In turning to his past 

Howells was forced to reconsider just how normal and rational his own 

life had been. 

The consequence of Howells' preoccupation with his past is that 

the autobiography presents a grotesque Janus-faced image of the past: 

the past is attractive because it represents one's lost self and all the 

romantic aspirations and notions of a childhood "rounded out with all a 

6. Edwin H. Cady, The Realist at War: The Mature Years 1885-
1920 of William Dean Howells (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 
1958), p. 98. 
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boy's interests and pleasures"; the past is terrible because childhood 

7 
is a time of fear, obsession, and ignorance. The attraction and 

repulsion Howells feels for his past is shown not only in A Boy's Town 

but also in The Shadow of a Dream, which shares with the novel a sense 

of the grotesque. 

Howells in raising the question of whether Nevil and Hermia 

should marry despite the dead Faulkner and his dream is dealing with the 

airibiguous and grotesque image the past presents to the present. 

Faulkner and his dream represent the awful yet powerful claim of the 

past on the present. Hermia and Nevil must decide whether to reject 

their past involvement with Faulkner and marry or remember him and stay 

separated. Even Basil March comes to see Faulkner as the image of his 

past. Part of the reason March is horrified at the thought of the 

marriage of Hermia and Nevil is that he sees the forgetting of Faulkner 

as equivalent to the loss of his own past. Because he and Faulkner grew 

up together in the same small midwest town and have been friends on and 

off since college, March associates Faulkner with his own youth which he 

is afraid of losing. This association is evidenced by the reminiscences 

March engages in because of Faulkner. Moreover, while visiting the town 

of his childhood, March clearly connects his pity with the dead and 

forgotten Faulkner with the loss of his own youth. During a walk at 

night he finds himself in a garden that reminds him of Faulkner's 

decaying sea garden and his own childhood: "the leaves had dropped from 

the trees, and I picked up from the fallen foliage, soft and dank under 

7. W. D. Howells, A Boy's Town (New York: Harper, 1890), 
p. 247. 
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my feet, a black walnut, pungently aromatic, and redolent of my boyhood. 

At the same time a faint scent arose from the box and transported me to 

that old neglected garden by the sea where I saw Faulkner die" (p. 86). 

The consequence is his rejection of Nevil and Hermia's marriage: "A 

thrill of immense pity for him pierced my heart. I thought with what a 

passion of tenderness for that woman he must have planned this house, 

from which he was now in eternal exile, and her willingness to forget 

him in her Jove for another seemed monstrous. It was hard to be a 

philosophical spectator; I found rryself taking the unfriended side of 

the dead" (p. 86). 

But March's reaction to the past is ambivalent. For him as for 

Howells the image of the past is grotesque and if he is attracted by the 

past he is also repelled by it. Although when he returns to the place 

of his youth he finds his youth "haunting the city everywhere," it is 

"not my youth bright and warm as we find it imagined in the lying books, 

but cold and dead; the spectre that really revisits after years, and 

makes us glad it is dead" (p. 87). As a result of this rejection of 

the past, part of March feels Nevil and Hermia should allow nothing to 

stand in the way of their marriage. March is both attracted and 

repelled by the lure of memory and this ambivalent reaction is a sig

nificant cause of his v/avering attitude to the prospective marriage. 

March's attitude can be seen as similar to Howells' own response 

to the past. As Martha Banta writes in her introduction to the novel, 

Basil March's visit to his old home is remarkably like Howells' visit 

to the home he left as a child. Even the identification of the name 

Faulkner with a figure in March's past is not accidental: it is the 
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g 
name of Howells' childhood home. In A Boy's Town Howells remarks 

about his visit to his old home that "When he went up from his grand

mother's to look at the Faulkner house, he realized that it was no 

longer home, and he could not bear the sight of it. There were other 

people living in it: strange voices sounded from the open doors, 

9 
strange faces peered from the windows. Like March, Howells found the 

past dead and beyond reach. 

In The Shadow of a Dream the opposition between past and present 

is represented by March's distinction in his speech to Faulkner between 

the superstitious past, the time of the "childhood of the race that 

blackened every joy of its youth" and "the civilized present, free and 

rational" (p. 32). One can easily imagine Howells thinking of his 

tormented childhood while writing this passage. However, Howells, like 

his character March, cannot altogether reject his past. Howells' in

ability to relinquish the past's grip on him is shown by his assigning 

the name of his childhood home to his grotesque literary creation, 

Faulkner. March's inability to forget Faulkner is like Howells' own 

inability to reject his past. Through the persona of Basil March, 

Howells implies his personal identification with the fear-ridden 

Faulkner and thereby acknowledges the power of his tortured youth to 

summon him. Certainly Faulkner's mad obsession is no more grotesque 

than those of the fear-filled Howells who believed he would die when he 

8. See footnote 8 on page xx of Martha Banta's introduction 
to Howells' The'Shadow of a Dream and An Imperative Duty. 

9. Howells, A Boy's Town, p. 244. 
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was sixteen.Moreover, Howells' preoccupation with the irrational 

elements of his past found reinforcement through his present. The 

strange illness and death of Winifred made Howells wonder just how 

rational and free life was. In addition, because his mother, sister, 

and daughter were dead, and his wife an invalid, the past alone seemed 

filled with life.^^ In reaction to his losses Howells turned once again 

to a consideration of the spiritual phenomena he had been raised to 

believe in by his Swedenborgian parents. He was particularly interested 

in the relation of dreams to the afterlife. The problem of the lafter-

life is, of course, how can the past live again. In The Shadow of a 

Dream this question is not answered. Faulkner may or may not have a 

presentiment of the future and it may or may not hint of something 

beyond; Howells draws no conclusion on this matter. But he was 

interested enough in the subject to contemplate writing a novel on the 

12 
future life, "using Swedenborg for entourage." Howells never wrote 

this novel, but not because the subject was overly romantic. His sense 

of the meaning of realism had so changed that he could even speak of 

Swedenborg's accomt of the afterlife in Heaven and Hell as "real-

13 
istic." Ironically, as Howells' last years disclosed, underneath the 

realist was disguised the romantic. 

10. Howells, A Boy's Town, p. 205. 

11. Cady, pp. 57, 69-80, 99. 

12. W. D. Howells, "Letter to Howard Pyle," 17 April 1890, 
Letters, II, 11. 

13. W. D. Howells, "Letter to Mrs. J. G. Mitchell," 9 
February 1914, Letters, II, 232. 



HOWE'S PRIVATE DEMONS AND THE STORY OF A 
COUNTRY TOWN 

Howells in A Shadow of a Dream offers at the beginning of the 

novel an explanation of Faulkner's behavior that reflects the novelist's 

realist roots. Basil March discusses Faulkner's environment as a youth 

growing up in the west. But March's attempt to explain Faulkner's 

dream by the circumstances of his life is unsatisfactory. The explana

tion is only one among the many that offer themselves and is hardly 

compelling. Faulkner's dream is too ambiguous to be easily categorized 

in any neat set of explanations. The grotesque defies the categories 

March seeks to impose on it and in the course of the novel these cate

gories become empty stereotypes that reveal nothing about es^erience 

except how truly mysterious it is. As the ending of the novel shows, 

because the grotesque cannot be rationalized it is evaded. This refusal 

to confront the irrational elements of ej^erience and the consequent 

evasion of the demonic that characterize Howells' novel are also present 

in Edgar Watson Howe's The Story of a Country Town. 

Howe, writing in The Story of a Country Town of the crippling 

power environment has, indicates the grotesque's origin is primarly in 

the narrow outlook fundamentalist religion provides. Howe's grotesques 

suffer from rigid upbringings they cannot escape. Like Sherwood 

Anderson's grotesques, Howe's are psychological misfits. But despite 

Howe's emphasis on environment he is, like Howells, preoccupied with 

fate and the supernatural. Obviously he is not content with his own 

49 
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rational ej^ilanations. The everyday world is sees as the possible 

battlegroiind of tremendous spiritual forces. Although Howe attempts to 

contrast his narrator's supposedly rational and healthy attitude with 

that of his novel's grotesques in order to demonstrate the victory of a 

commonsensical and realistic view of the world over a superstitious and 

irrational one the result is hardly what Howe expects. Instead of 

evidencing the success of emotional growth the novel implicitly shows 

how completely both Howe and his characters see the world in the posses

sion of the demonic. The very structure of the novel shows Howe's 

concern for the irrational, s\±)jective, and abnormal. 

The Story of a Country Town reveals the entrapment both of its 

narrator, Ned Westlock, and its author, E. W. Howe. It is impossible to 

read the novel without being aware of an \inusual amount of parallelism 

in characterization and plot. For exanple, Ned Westlock, his father, 

John Westlock, and his imcle Jo Erring, all share the same obsessive 

traits and outlook, especially in their view of pleasure and woman. The 

novel describes a number of bad marriages for which the women are to 

blame. These parallels are not only the result of artistic inexperience 

(The Story of a Country Town was Howe's first novel), but reveal that 

Howe too is haxinted by the obsessions that influence his characters. 

Ultimately, it is impossible to analyze the uses of the grotesque in The 

Story of a Country Town without considering that Howe too is a grotesque 

and that the parallels in the novel are caused by his own obsessional 

misogyny and inability to escape from his repressive Calvinist past. 

In many ways The Story of a Country Town is autobiographical. 

The paralleling of personalities and events in the novel is indicative 
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obsessive preoccupation with his own problems with women. of Howe's 

marriage, and his family. Howe, like 

raised by a stern father who was also 

home life was unhappy; his father was 

mother, like the Mrs. Westlock in the 

Finally, when Howe was fourteen years 

his creation, Ned Westlock, was 

a Methodist minister. His early 

strict and unforgiving, while his 

novel, was passive and weak, 

old, his father, like the Reverend 

Mr. Westlock, ran off with a member of his congregation. According to 

Howe's son. Gene, this event was something Howe never recovered from, 

and the result was a hatred of religion and women.^ 

Howe's view of love was equally extreme. Like his character, 

Jo Erring, he was obsessed by the idea of purity. For example. Gene 

Howe writes of his father: 

He believed literally, and I am not exaggerating in the 
slightest, that a girl should have but one engagement and one 
marriage. A yoiang girl who had a puppy-love affair with a man 
should not marry another man if the first engagement was 
broken. What should become of them and just what place they 
should occupy in our scheme of things he never stated. Under
stand the question of chastity was not involved in this. A 
girl "pawed over" was lost if not married by the young man 
who did the "pawing. 

Howe expressed these views in The Story of a Country Town and in his 

autobiographical Plain people, and he devoted the whole of a later 

novel. An Ante-Mortem Statement, to this particular obsession. 

1. [Eujgene A. Howe, "My Father was the Most Wretchedly 
Unhappy Man I Ever Knew," Saturday Evening Post, October 25, 1941, 
p. 25. 

2. Howe, "My Father," p. 45. 
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Howe rejected the romantic view of love and marriage for a 

3 
cynical one. Love for Howe entailed no sweet mystery or pleasantness. 

Yet Howe, despite his cynicism, was constantly guilty of idealizing 

woman. Like his character Jo Erring, Howe himself realized that 

expected too much from woman. He wrote while answering an attack that 

acciased him of being a woman-hater that 

I have been accused of being "a woman hater"; of making too 
light of woman, sentiment, spirituality. The truth is, I 
think too much of all three. I am actually the most senti
mental of men; the grand gallantry which has distinguished 
the world has impressed me; I believe a lot of the compli
ments in spite of my knowledge that the world does not mean 
half of them. I have assisted in building a false story and 

4 almost believe it. 

Like many of the men of his age, Howe accepted the Victorian idealiza

tion of women, seeing them as man's better half whose purpose is man's 

spiritual guidance. But he knew from experience that in contrast to 

this sentimental view women were also the objects of men's sexual 

desire. Perhaps Howe's anti-feminism was the result of his own mis

directed guilt over his sexuality. While he refused to admit that women 

have sexual desires of their own, Howe nevertheless blamed women for his 

sexual frustration. Accordingly, one finds in his writing remarks like 

the following: "The man bull is forever permitted to bellow his lust, 

instead of locking him up until his services are needed. And instead 

of trying to keep him quiet, the objects of his bellowing aggravate him 

3. Calder M. Pickett, Ed Howe: Country Town Philosopher 
(Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1968), pp. 162-63. 

4. E. W. Howe, Plain People (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1929), 
pp. 279-80. 
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all they can.^ Because How was caught by an ideal and sentimental view 

of women that was contradicted by experience, his final refuge for his 

confused sexuality was in his fascination for young girls: 

I am fond of visiting the vicinity of school buildings at 
about the time the children are dismissed, and watching the 
faces to be seen; particularly of girls from ten to thirteen. 
Who paints the face of a Madonna should paint the face of a 
girl ben to thirteen years old; not that of a mother. The 
mother has begim to know things; but the young girl has not 
yet found out the world.® 

It is no wonder that Howe has Ned Westlock marry the young and innocent 

Agnes Deming, a childhood friend. 

Howe's feelings about women and marriage caused his own marriage 

to fail. Like his father before him, he was unable to treat his wife or 

children with affection. Gene Howe's comments on his childhood read 

like excerpts from the Story of a Country Town. Howe emerges as a stern 

patriarch, who, like John Westlock, is often moody, depressed, and 

tyrannical, and Gene seems like the young Ned. In words that are 

reminiscent of those in the novel, Gene writes of his father that 

his wretchedness is hardly believable. I have lived in the 
same house with him for six weeks at a stretch without his 
speaking to me. ... I have tiptoed into the house at night, 
past his bedroom, and heard him swearing to himself as he 
tossed about the bed, unable to sleep. I have stopped and 
listened and heard him continue this for minutes. 

Howe's novel. The Story of a Country Town, is an autobio

graphical sketch of not only his parents and childhood, but of himself 

5. E. W. Howe, The Indignations of El W. Howe (Girard, Kansas: 
Haldeman-Julius, 1933), p. 47. 

6. Howe, Indignations. 

7. Eugene Howe, "My Father," p. 44. 
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with his own immediate family. Like his father before him Howe was 

entrapped by his repressive past. Ironically, Howe's attempt to avoid 

the unhappy life of his father led him to only recapitulate it. Ob

sessed and frustrated, Howe is as grotesque as any of his characters. 

Howe's The Story of a Country Town was early acclaimed by Howells 

8 
Howells as "a very remarkable piece of realism." But the novel is 

also an early progenitor of naturalism because of its emphasis on the 

9 
conditioning forces of environment. However, whether described as an 

example of realism or as one of the first naturalistic novels, The Story 

of a Countjry Town is unusually non-realistic. Differentiated vernacular, 

careful attention to the physical peculiarities of the region, and the 

exact portrayal of local life are all absent; even whatever chronicle 

of town life there is quickly becomes a backdrop for the novel's central 

dramatic action. The novel is, in fact, an interior drama, and, as 

such is mainly si±)jective. Events and descriptions refer not so much to 

documentable fact as to the quality of the narrator's perception. The 

result is almost a kind of expressionism or surrealism. Throughout the 

novel there is a tendency to reduce people and situations to abstrac

tions. For example, allegory plays a prominent part in the novel: the 

names of Jo Erring and Rev. Goode Shepherd recall Bunyan, while situa

tions that emphasize man's depravity are seen in terms of the doctrine 

of predestination and embodied by repeated references to devils, who are 

8. W. D. Howells, Letter of April 16, 1884 to E. W. Howe. 
Printed in James B. Stronks, "William Dean Howells, Ed Howe, and The 
Story of a Country Town," American Literature, 29 (1958), 473-74. 

9. S. J. Sackett, E. W. Howe (New York: Twayne, 1972), p. 75. 



seen as the well springs of human action. Ned Westlock, the narrator, 

is alienated from his world and sees it as being under the domain of 

inscrutable powers that threaten him and his neighbors. He continually 

transforms the human into the demonic: men and women become grotesque 

monsters. Ned lives in an exceedingly gothic world: again and again 

he emphasizes death, his fear of ghosts, and the local graveyard. He 

sees his father as a dark and mysterious figure. Mrs. Tremaine, with 

whom his father runs away, appears to him as a corpse-like woman. 

Clinton Bragg, the novel's villain, strikes him as a devil who hamits 

the darkness. Ned even sees the destruction of his uncle, Jo Erring, 

as the work of predestinating devils. Because Ned's perception of 

others is grotesque any examination of how the grotesque functions in 

The Story of a Country Town must be linked to Ned and his development. 

Although he avoids the destruction that overtakes his father 

and Jo Erring, Ned Westlock is a problem character because he is an un

reliable narrator. Ned is unable to truly confront his past and recog

nize that he shares the aame obsessions as his father and mcle. He 

loses the narrative in an attempt to disguise the extent of his posses

sion by the forces of his environment. For example, the narrator is 

often ironic and satiric. Ned frequently engages in the grotesque 

hyperbole of the comic western tall-tale. He plays the poker-faced 

raconteur satirizing the foibles of the small town. But the narrator's 

humorous detachment is more apparent than real. Ned's grotesque humor 

hides a real fear of the forces in his environment. In fact, more often 

than not irony is replaced by visions of real terror. The comic instead 

of showing how harmless Ned's fears are exaggerates them. Repeatedly, 
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Ned's attempts to evade the implications of his grim outlook by re

sorting to the comic mask of the mature and successful man of affairs 

recounting his childhood collapse and reveal his entrapment by his 

heritage. 

Ned's humor, with its grotesque twist and deflating cynical 

edge, verges as much toward the demonic as the comic. His humor some

times ceases to be comic altogether so that one wonders if the mask of 

the humorist is not a disguise that conceals a real sense of the 

diabolic. For example, Ned describes Mrs. Tremaine, his father's 

mistress, as being so cold that "when she came to our house, the room 

in which she sat seemed damp for several days thereafter. Ned notes 

that after she had slept in his bed he asked his mother to change the 

sheets "as they seemed ice and would not thaw out. . ." (p. 30). This 

example may provoke laughter, but the exaggerated depiction makes for a 

hesitant laughter as though one is not quite sure laughter is appro

priate. There is an element of the fearful in this description despite 

Ned's effort to make the frigidity of Mrs. Tremaine harmless by exag

gerating it until it is ridiculous. The exaggeration, while making Mrs. 

Tremaine comic, also discloses how terrible her frigidity is in Ned's 

eyes. The fact that he can so easily see her in such exaggerated terms 

means that for him she is a frightful personality. Because Mrs. 

Tremaine is the woman with whom Ned's father rms away, causing him to 

abandon Ned and his mother, Ned's fear and antagonism are understandable. 

10. E. W. Howe, The Story of a Country Town (Atchison, Kansas: 
Howe, 1883), p. 30. All further references to the pages of this 
edition will be in parentheses. 



A writer's grotesque characters often embody the forces he most fears. 

Ned's reaction is further complicated by his having, along with his 

father, a disrespect for his mother's weakness and passivity. Like his 

father, Ned can only admire capable and accomplished women. Because Ned 

can sympathize with his father's desertion of his mother, his view of 

Mrs. Tremaine is necessarily ambivalent. He is both attracted and 

repelled by her. Consequently, the comic element in his description is 

an attempt, to maker her terrible power harmless. 

The essential ambivalence of Ned's grotesque humor can be most 

clearly seen in his description of Clinton Bragg. Clinton Bragg is in 

many ways the stock villain figure of melodrama. Ned describes him as 

insolent and impudent, and sees him as an "evil spirit" who loves the 

darkness (p. 61). Erring's first reaction to him is to say, "He looks 

like one of the devil's sons" (p. 69). He is throughout the book a 

demonic presence. He rides aimlessly about the country especially at 

night. He harasses Erring by sending him one of Mateel's old love 

letters. Furthermore, he intentionally puts himself in Erring's path at 

every opportunity, as though to remind him that he is Bragg's inferior. 

Clinton Bragg's role in the novel is almost allegorical; he comes to 

represent the forces of destruction. 

But Bragg's force as a demonic character is continuously de

flated by the comic. His name with its connotation of braggart sug

gests that he is all sham, and Ned enphasizes'the artificial character 

of his villainy. Ned, in an effort to present Bragg as ludicrously as 

possible, quotes his grandmother's and Damon Barker's comic remarks 

about Bragg. Ned's grandmother, on seeing that everyone is intimidated 
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by Bragg, engages him in conversation becaiase, as Ned puts, "she was too 

old a bird to be frightened by such a scarecrow" (p. 62). Ned's grand

mother's contempt for Bragg is shared by Damon Barker, who wryly observes 

that Bragg looks "as though he was in jail for murder, and meditating 

an escape in order to commit the same offense with greater atrocity" 

(p. 65). Ned, in an effort to remove any sense of mystery from Bragg, 

notes that Bragg for all his pretensions to wickedness is only the 

spoiled son of a rich man and his dissipation nothing more than a wish 

to seem worse than he is. Ludicrously, Ned on hearing that Bragg's room 

is filled with 'fetuffed snakes, lizards, bats, and other hideous things" 

and that Bragg owns a skeleton that he moves by strings, imagines Bragg 

as causing "the figure to nod its head in response to the assertion that 

Clinton Bragg was a fine fellow or shake it violently when asked if 

Clinton Bragg was a worthless dog ..." (pp. 100-101). The image of 

Bragg playing with such toys though grotesque is essentially comic and 

makes Bragg seem laughable. 

However, Ned, for all his ridicule of Bragg, cannot siitply 

dismiss him as absurd. Although Ned's description of Bragg playing 

with his skeleton strikes the reader as silly, this skeleton motif 

appears again in a more serious context. Erring, obviously referring 

to Bragg, says he is "the most impudent skeleton that ever/took up an 

abode in a man's house against his will, and its grinning, malicious 

face I cannot lock up, for it follows me about the mill at my work, and 

walks before me into the dark cellar, and into the lonely loft" (p. 

156). This repetition of skeleton imagery reveals that Ned sees Bragg 

as a much more potent force than he is willing to admit. For all of 
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Ned's attempts at deflating Bragg's power he still emerges as a sig

nificantly demonic figure. After all, by giving Erring Mateel's letter 

Bragg causes his own murder and the deaths of Erring and Mateel. This 

action is hardly laughable. 

Ned's attempt at deflating Bragg's importance demonstrates 

Ned's basically ambivalent feelings toward him, feelings whose origin is 

in the attraction and repulsion Ned has for the money and leisture Bragg 

represents. If Bragg is "an evil spirit" that has come to Fairview, Ned 

cannot help admitting that Bragg's presence shows "Fairview is pro

gressing, for all sorts of people were coming in" (p. 61). What Ned 

means by this remark is that Bragg is the town's first example of a man 

who "lived without work" (p. 62). Although Ned implies that such 

leisure is progress, his attitude toward work and pleasure is ambiguous. 

He is aware that the people of Fairview are overworked, and bitterly 

notes that he and other children "played at noon and recess among the 

moiands in the graveyard, there being no playground, as it was not in

tended that the children of Fairview should play" (p. 21). But Ned 

also shares his father's view that hard work builds character. Ned 

notes that Bragg is a good example of his father's doctrine that "an 

idle boy invariably grew up into an idle and disagreeable man" (p. 63). 

In accordance with this view when Ned first arrives in the town of Twin 

Movinds he views the young people there as "generally delicate-looking 

from high living and idleness" (p. 85). Reflecting on his father's 

emphasis on hard work, he writes, "During those years work became such a 

habit with me that even since it has clung to me, and perhaps, after 

all, it was an inheritance for which I have reason to be thankful" (p. 
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13). Only at the novel's end is Ned willing to admit that hard work is 

not its own justification. Ned, after inheriting Erring's mill, his 

father's land, and through his marriage to Agnes, Barker's property and 

money, happily finds his "income was ample to support me without work 

of any kind" (p. 225). Ned even rejoices in being "rid of ray tiresome 

business" (p. 224). Evidently, he does not altogether have the habit of 

hard work he boasts of in the novel. Ned is caught between his father's 

Calvinist ideal that only discipline and hard work make life livable 

and salvation possible, and his own experience that leisure is enjoyable. 

Bragg, with his leisure and his money, serves as the image of Ned's vin-

certain and guilty attitude toward work and pleasure. For this reason 

Ned identifies him with the demonic. 

Ned's grotesque humor instead of showing his detachment from his 

past reveals the extent of his entrapment by his heritage. This en

trapment is further emphasized through his description of his father 

and vincle. They are not only important formulative influences on his 

life but aspects of Ned himself. By corrparing Ned, his father, and his 

uncle it becomes apparent that they all share a similar grotesque out

look. All three are caught between their desire for freedom and 

pleasure and a repressive Calvinist tradition that has become ingrained 

in their personalities. All three suffer from the self-estrangement 

that is the hallmark of the grotesque personality. Because they are 

unable to effectively heal the split within them by a free exercise of 

will, they are doomed to continual dissatisfaction. All three find 

that life promises more than it delivers and offers only frustration. 
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The dissatisfaction they experience shows itself in a perpetual dis

content with their lives. 

The origin of their grotesque outlook is in their repressive 

family and religious life. The home life of both Jo Erring and Ned 

Westlock is one of severe repression. Ned Westlock's earliest memory is 

of his father telling him he is too old to cry and he must never do it 

again. Jo Erring is flogged regularly by his brother-in-law, and his 

greatest ambition is to whip John Westlock when he reaches adulthood. 

Neither boy is shown any affection and their main reaction to their 

humble life is fear. Ned notes that his father "never spoke kindly to 

me," and says that both he and his mother "were in constant dread of 

displeasing him" (p. 4). 

The family environment John Westlock provides both boys is a 

reflection of his own extreme self denial. Ned, very early in life, 

realizes that his father "was not like other men . . . for he was 

always grave and quiet" (p. 6). John Westlock is a stern Methodist 

preacher who views his religion as "a misery to be endured on earth 

that a reward might be enjoyed after death" (p. 7). His religion is 

one whose main tenet is not forgiveness but predestination, sin, and 

punishment. Life for him consists entirely of duty and hard work. 

There is little room for pleasure. However, John Westlock cannot 

reconcile himself to his religious outlook. Ned notes that when his 

father "talked of the broad and easy road, it-was with a relish, as if 

he could enjoy the pleasant places by the way-side if he dared" (p. 8). 

Talented and capable of more than what life in a small town affords, 

John Westlock is constantly discontented. He spends his nights looking 
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in the fire and seeing what Ned imagines must be "caravans of coveted 

things passing in procession, or of hopes and ambitions dwarfed by 

duty" (p. 9). The result, Ned observes, is that "he did not seem proud 

of his fariiily" (p. 10) , and he treated his wife with impatience "as 

though he had regretted he had not married a wife as ambitious and 

capable as himself" (p. 11). For John Westlock nothing he does or has 

can satisfy him because of his continual self-denial. 

Westlock's self-denial out of religious duty creates a need for 

satisfaction that nothing can fulfill. Any attempt at fulfillment 

causes guilt which, in what is a vicious circle, only causes further 

repression and further dissatisfaction. As a resxiLt John Westlock is 

caught in a paradoxical atteirpt to both satisfy and deny his emotions. 

Ned Westlock and Jo Erring are similarly entrapped and, like John 

Westlock, are examples of a stunted emotional growth that leads to dis

satisfaction with life. 

The first half of the novel, dealing with John Westlock, pre

sents a clear example of this dissatisfaction. John Westlock's elope

ment with Mrs. Tremaine is the culmination of a year-long affair during 

which time Westlock continually attempts to suppress this emotional 

entanglement. The result of his suppression of feeling is his sexual 

obsession with Mrs. Tremaine. But Westlock's desire for Mrs. Tremaine 

comes to an end as soon as he goes off with her. "We hated each other 

within a week, each blaming the other for themistake . . ." (p. 183). 

Westlock's infatuation with Mrs. Tremaine is only an indication of a 

more general spiritual malaise. In a long letter to Ned he calls Mrs. 
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Tremaine "the temptation against which I fought and prayed," but later 

in the letter he writes, 

no one has tempted me, but I go because I cannot remain as I 
am. I cannot ej^lain to you what I mean by such a strange 
assertion but it is true—I am running away from myself. My 
health is good, my biisiness prosperous, itq' family everything 
that a reasonable man could desire, but in spite of this I 
am so nervous, wretched, and unreasonable that the sight of 
my home, the sight of you, the greetings of people I meet, 
fill me with desperation and wickedness. I believe that were 
I compelled to remain here another week, I wo\ald murder some
body—1 don't know who; anybody and for no other reason than 
that I cannot control myself. I have carefully investigated 
my own mind, fearing that I lost my reason, but my brain is 
healthy and active; it is discontent, inexplicable, and 
monsterous, and horrible beyond expression (p. 111). 

The failure of his affair with Mrs. Tremaine has its roots in his in

ability to find satisfaction in anything. 

Jo Erring suffers from a similar discontent. The years of 

loneliness and hard work that building his mill demanded, along with his 

early emotional deprivation in the Westlock household, cause the 

development of an exaggerated need for satisfaction that is impossible 

to achieve. An example of this need is his contradictory attitude 

toward his wife. Before the marriage, while he is unsure of his future 

and is struggling to build his mill, she is the "Queen" of his heart 

and the symbol of his future happiness (p. 70). But once his desires 

are about to be realized by actual achievement, he is dissatisfied and, 

like Westlock, discontented. His discontent and disappointment are 

obvious at the marriage ceremony: romantic fervor has cooled, and he 

has begvin to view Mateel more realistically. "Imperceptibly, as she 

became a possibility, I made the discovery that she is not an angel— 

for angels do not live in the woods, and they do not marry millers" 
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(p. 118) . His e:55lanation of his disappointment on the day of his 

marriage is that "Somehow we have always to wait until the pleasxare of 

an event is blunted by familiarity (p. 118). Because nothing can ful

fill his ej^jectations he is gloomy and disappointed. Like John 

Westlock, Erring finds that life forever seems to cheat the hope of real 

satisfaction and happiness. 

Ned Westlock also suffers from the same emotional problems that 

plague his father and tincle. Ned Westlock dreams, like his father and 

Erring, of having a future life that is the exact antithesis of the 

narrow life of his parents and the people of Fairview. According to 

Howe, he is successful in making his dream a reality. But though the 

narrative is obviously written years after the events described and Ned 

is happy and settled, his judgments of his past are still contradictory: 

he has not yet resolved his attitude toward the events. What his con

tradictory attitude toward the past reveals is the degree to which he 

shares his father's and uncle's discontent. His memoirs show that he, 

like them, finds emotional fulfillment impossible despite his supposedly 

successful and contented life. 

Ned's views are a reflection of his unhappy family life and 

repressive religion. He sees the people of Fairview as "miserable and 

discontented" like his father; the men are "surly and rough" and the 

women, like his mother, are "pale and fretful" (p. 2). Everyone is 

tired and overworked and pleasures are few. According to Ned, even the 

natural world seems to hate Fairview: storms and high winds are 

frequent. Ned "imagines the sun was never bright there" (p. 6). He 

also thinks that if he visited his old house its walls would be "damp 



and mouldy because the bright sun and the free air of Heaven had 

deserted them as accursed" (p. 7). He observes that his father's church 

is "on the highest and bleakest point in the county" (p. 2) and that the 

people "were anxious to get away from Fairview Church, and avoid the 

possibility of being buried in its ugly shadow, for they always seemed 

to drive faster after passing it" (p. 8). Because Ned is depressed and 

discontent, his emotions continually color his perception and make it 

grotesque. 

Neither Ned's perceptions nor his memories are altogether re

liable. When he helps the people of Fairview write letters, he leams 

they are satisfied with the coimty and evidently do not see themselves 

as being as miserable as he sees them. Moreover, his memory of there 

never being any joy in his life at Fairview is contradicted by his own 

narration. He notes that when the Rev. Goode Shepherd arrives bringing 

his milder brand of Christianity, Fairview suddenly becomes a happy 

place. He remembers being happy to see "Fairview was getting out of 

its old ways" (p. 65). He also contradicts his grim view of his 

father's church. After visiting Lytle Biggs at Smokey Hills, he notes, 

while returning home with Agnes, that "Fairview church looked very 

pretty .... 1 had never thought so before, but the country sur

rounding it was much finer than the Smokey Hill district, and I began 

to think that if I could travel more I might grow more content with my 

own home" (p. 53). Because Ned does not understand what it means to 

find emotional fulfillment he cannot distinguish between his child

hood's pains and pleasures. His needs are so exaggerated that despite 



66 

the many pleasurable moments of his youth he can only perceive his past 

life as impleasant. 

The degree to which Jo Erring, John Westlock, and Ned Westlock 

are similarly obsessed can be seen in the imagery they use to describe 

their world. Just as their ei^erience of discontent has its source in 

the emotional repression their religion and home life have required of 

them so too does their perception of their entrapment use tlie religious 

imagery they have been raised to accept. Because they cannot free 

themselves from their obsessions they see themselves as demonically 

possessed and reprobated. The world is suddenly an alien place in which 

men are given over to the sport of devils. Though Ned Westlock does 

not picture himself this way he, too, readily uses a similar imagery of 

damnation when describing the events in the story. Obviously for all 

three of these characters the feeling of lack of freedom results in a 

grotesque perception that sees the world as a plaything of demonic 

powers. Westlock is overcome by his misfortune and becomes completely 

passive. He can only say, "the devil has complete possession of me, and 

leads me to do that which is most disgraceful and wicked" (p. 110). 

Erring too, despite his rejection of Westlock's religion, can only see 

his condition in religious terms: "I hope the devil is satisfied. He 

has been after me a long while, and I have passed into his possession 

body and soul" (p. 140) . Both Erring and Westlock view their world as 

the battleground of abstract forces in which their own lives serve as 

the pawns moved by a predestinating fatality; the result is their 

permanent self-estrangement. With the passivity of the knowing victim 

they can only helplessly watch what is for them divine reprobation. 
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Ned, like his father and Erring, resorts to the abstract 

schemes of Calvinist religion to provide an explanation of whatever in 

his autobiography mystifies him. Though he has rejected his father's 

religion while a child, his perception still betrays its unmistakable 

influence. He sees the world in terms of forces controlling men's 

souls. Writing of his father's fall, he says, "a devil had possession 

of him for whose acts he was unjustly held accountable. A hmdred 

times since then I have thought of John Westlock as a worthy man driven 

by a fiend with whip and lash, always suddenly protesting, but never 

able to resist the evil which was bred into his nature, and which he 

had struggled against all his life" (p. 181). Ironically, though Ned 

may see himself as free of the terrible forces of his childhood his very 

vocabulary is evidence of the \inmistakable influence his past life has 

on him. He has not escaped his family's grotesque perception of the 

world. It informs the very imagery of his autobiography. 

One example of Ned's grotesque perception is his view of women. 

He is obsessed with showing that the many failed marriages in the novel 

are the fault of women. Although Ned blames either circumstances for 

bringing the worst suited people together or argues men are often 

culpable for bad marriages, a careful study of the marriages he dis

cusses shows that Ned sees women alone as the source of marital prob

lems. He protrays women, on a whole, as rapacious parasites and nags 

unable to satisfy even the slightest wishes of their husbands. Because 

of the extremity of this view, however, Ned tries to disguise his 

antipathy by emphasizing the comic aspects of his demonic description. 

His women grotesques are ludicrously overdrawn as stereotyped shrews. 
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But both this comic portrait of the shrew and his attempt to present a 

balanced picture of the relations between the sexes fails because of his 

abiding obsession that women are demonic. For exanple, he sees Mrs. 

Tremaine as "a well dressed and affable corpse" (p. 31), and Mrs. 

Deming is "small and sharp, and dried up like a . . . mummy . . . and 

. . . she was the most repulsive looking creature I had ever seen" (p. 

41). Even Mateel is described by Ned in this macabre way, for at her 

marriage he sees her as looking "ghastly" (p. 120). 

One technique that Ned uses to appear more equitable toward 

women thcui he is, is to satirize such obvious shrews as Mrs. Tremaine 

and Mrs. Deming. Ned's emphasis on the grotesgueness of these two women 

is defensible because both of them are to blame for the destruction of 

their marriages. Like John Westlock and Jo Erring, these women are 

obsessed human beings who cause disorder all around them. But there 

are many parallels between the marriage of a shrewish woman like Mrs. 

Deming and the marriages of the less grotesquely presented Mrs. 

Westlock and Mateel Erring. Although only Mrs. Deming is presented as 

a demonic character the parallels in the three marriages suggest that 

Ned uses her as a foil to ejcpress his antipathy toward women, an 

antipathy that, however irrational, is at the soxirce of his treatment 

of his mother, Mrs. Westlock, and Mateel Shepherd too. Unable to 

directly blame his mother and Mateel for their poor marriages without 

turning his autobiography into an anti-feminist tract, Ned transfers 

his animosity from these women to ones like Mrs. Deming and Mrs. 

Tremaine with whom he is less personally involved. Because both these 

women are stereotypes of the shrew, Ned, and ultimately Howe himself, 



can avoid confronting their own feelings about women. Since the shrew 

is a woman who is publicly condemned, Ned is justified in his attacks 

on her. Ned by making the portraits of these two women so exaggerated 

as to be almost comic counteracts the demonic elements of his portrayal 

to an extent, making the reader wonder how seriously he is to take the 

violence of Ned's antipathy. For exaiiple, Big Adam's description of 

Mrs. Deming is, for all its horribleness, absurd. Ned's view of Mrs. 

Tremaine as an "affable corpse" suggests the comic as well as the 

terrible. But Ned's use of the comic to deflate the terrible in order 

to disguise his true feelings is ultimately ineffective. The pattern 

that emerges from a study of the novel's major marriages reveals Ned's 

and ultimately Howe's antipathy to women. 

One way of clearly seeing this antipathy is by examining the 

Damon Barker sub-plot. This story is a repetition of themes already 

presented in the novel. Barker, like Westlock and Erring, is raised by 

a strict father and given a loveless upbringing. Barker like Jo Erring 

falls in love with the first girl he meets and the result is similarly 

disastrous. He soon finds himself as discontent with his wife as are 

Westlock and Erring. Barker discovers that he is repulsed by her: "I 

dreaded most to kiss her. ... I cannot explain to you this aversion 

fully, but it was so strong that 1 was constantly in the most horrible 

misery, and the more I thought of it, the more I loathed her" (p. 166). 

Barker, considering his wife in comparison to-the wives of other men 

observes "Other men's wives were intellectual if not beautiful or 

beautiful if not intellectual, but mine was neither, she had not a 

single good quality" (p. 166). Though Barker's feelings are much more 



violent than either Westlock's or Erring's in regard to his disappoint

ment in his marriage, the characteristics of his wife that annoy him are 

similar in some respects to those that offend Westlock and Erring. 

Westlock too is bothered by his wife's not being a "flashy" woman in any 

way (p. 183). Similarly, Ned sees Mateel as having physical and in

tellectual shortcomings that he feels Erring must be aware of in some 

ways. Another major shortcoming of all these women is their lack of 

affection. Barker, since he never knew a woman before, assumes that 

"the kind of regard she had for me was all that women generally gave 

. . ." (p. 165). But clearly he soon discovers Mrs. Deming's regard is 

insufficient. Mrs. Westlock is likewise not affectionate according to 

Ned. Similarly, Jo Erring frequently faults Mateel for her coldness to 

him. Thought Ned's treatment of Mrs. Westlock and Mateel is better than 

his treatment of the grotesque Mrs. Deming, it is evident that the 

differences between the women are slight. For Ned Westlock all three 

are unsatisfactory wives. 

What emerges from this comparison is a picture of severe and 

exacting men from loveless families marrying women who in no way can 

satisfy their needs. Howe has recreated in this novel a portrait of 

hiiTBelf and his own bad marriage. Mrs. Westlock, Mrs. Deming, and Mrs. 

Erring all fail to meet Howe's standard for the good wife. The problem 

is that Howe's standard is impossible to fulfill. One need only con

trast women like Mrs. Tremaine and Mrs. Deming with women like Mrs. 

Westlock and Mateel Erring to see how contradictory Howe's view is. 

Mrs. Deming and Mrs. Tremaine are both aggressive personalities. In 

fact, John Westlock runs away with Mrs. Tremaine because of her very 



aggressiveness. But he soon loathes her, and Ned's description of her 

is grotesque. In contrast, Mrs. Westlock and Mateel Erring are quiet 

and passive. As a result their husbands reject them for being indif

ferent to their needs. Whether the woman is aggressive or passive, she 

cannot satisfy Howe's male characters. 

Ned VJestlock's grotesqueness is reflected not only in his 

misogyny. He is also obsessed with the notion of sexual purity. 

Throughout the novel Ned is silent whenever Jo Erring attacks his wife, 

Mateel, for having, as a sixteen-year old, been in love. Ned recog

nizes that such a view is ridiculous and laughs at Jo, but does nothing 

to help Jo and Mateel become reconciled. Obviously Ned shares Erring's 

grotesque outlook try as he might to disguise it. A careful analysis 

of Ned's reactions to Erring's views reveals that the difference between 

them is minimal. 

Jo Erring in his first conversation with Ned about love observes 

that the very thought that his wife has ever loved or even kissed 

another man before he met her repels him. Erring feels that as he comes 

to Mateel with no experience of women she should come to him the same 

way. What he is afraid of is that an experienced woman might love one 

of her earlier lovers best. Ned's first reaction to Erring's view is 

almost commonsensical. "1 thought he expected a great deal; perhaps too 

much" (p. 71). But his qualification is strange: why, the reader must 

ask, is Ned hesitant, qualifying his answer with a "perhaps." On the 

face of it. Erring'is ideas are ridiculous. One cannot expect people to 

love only once in their lives. Ned's implicit agreement with Erring is 

evidenced by the way he reacts to Erring's confrontation of Mateel with 



her childhood letter to her former lover, Bragg. Ned concludes from 

Mateel's reaction "that surely Jo's letter was a forgery, and that if 

she did not love her husband, a woman never did" (p. 141). Ned's 

defense of Mateel seems a mature and reasonable response. But if Ned's 

defense is based only on his doubting the letter's authenticity, then 

his opinion of the affair is no different from Erring's. It is not the 

letter's authenticity that is at issue but the right of a woman to have 

been in love before loving her husband. 

Only once, perhaps, does Ned come close to recognizing his role 

as the abettor in Erring's tragedy. In one of the most grotesque 

scenes in the novel, Mateel, driven mad by Erring's suicide and Bragg's 

murder, confuses the dead Erring with the living Ned. Ned recounting 

the incident says that Mateel imagined that she saw in his eyes "an 

accusation from Jo of neglect and dishonor" (p. 221) . Ned is overcome 

by horror and remembering her look confesses "There was a look of 

mingled timidity, sorrow and sickness in her face which comes to me when 

I am alone, and which I can never forget" (p. 221). The reader is 

tempted to wonder if Ned's guilt is only for his ostensible failure to 

aid a reconciliation, or whether in seeing Mateel identify him with 

Erring, Ned recognizes the degree to which he shares Erring's grotesque 

mania with purity. Certainly one possible reading of this incident is 

that Ned's extreme anguish and guilt reflect his inability to completely 

evade his complicity in the destruction of Erring's marriage. Aware 

that the obsession that he and Erring share is ludicrous and absurd, but 

at a loss to disarm its power in his life, Ned is entrapped by his need 

to declare and suppress an outlook he considers both justifiable and 
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shameful. The consequence of this ambivalence is a grotesqueness he 

can only haltingly disguise. 

What Howe has created in the personae of Jo Erring and Ned 

Westlock is two forms of himself. The first, Jo Erring, is doomed to 

end his life a failure, the victim of the same emotional forces that 

destroyed John Westlock. The second, Ned Westlock, is successful in 

life because he is emotionally liberated enough to avoid both Erring's 

and his father's fate. In portraying Ned Westlock as successful in his 

career and in marriage, and able to reflect with irony and detachment 

on his painful past, Howe has attempted to free himself from his own 

bondage to his youth with its strange obsession. But just as Jo Erring 

disicovers he is doomed to be another John Westlock, so too is Howe 

doomed not to reshape his past but to recreate it. He is unable to 

portray Ned with the emotional stability with which he intended. In

stead Howe gives Ned the same neurotic view of sexuality that destroyed 

Erring's marriage. Though Howe tries to have Ned avoid Erring's 

terrible fate by giving him an overly pure heroine, the result is the 

novel's collapse because of a stereotyped romantic ending that is un

convincing. 

Howe's ambivalent feelings toward women made him seek a love 

ideal divorced from the complexities of adult relationships. Conse

quently for Howe the perfect form of love is that exhibited in the 

innocent affections of youth. In The Story of a Country Town this ideal 

is exemplified by Ned's love for Erring and Agnes. Howe by contrasting 

this kind of satisfying love with the novel's frequent view of love as 

frustrating and unsatisfying attempts to provide a positive standard 



for male and female relations while avoiding the appearance of misogyny. 

But Howe's romantic ideal only discloses its grotesque origin. The 

novel's heroine, Agnes, is able to become Ned's wife only because she 

shares with Ned and Erring a puritanical sexual fastidiousness. Agnes' 

first kiss to a man is given to Ned. Ned observes that "Agnes kissed me 

as innocently as if I had been a child" (p. 83). As though to reinforce 

the image of innocence Ned tells Agnes that she is the first girl to 

ever kiss him, and her reply is as fastidious about purity as anything 

Jo Erring ever says: "Well, let me be the last one, unless I should 

want to kiss you again" (p. 83). Obviously Ned does not reject 

Erring's idealized view of women and the relationships of the sexes, but 

finds in his love of Agnes full justification for believing Erring's 

overly romantic view is realizable. 

But Ned's relationship with Agnes is too neatly perfect to be 

believable. His descriptions of her behavior resemble the exaggerated 

accounts of cheap romantic novels. They also reveal his prissiness. 

For example, in comparing her to other women he says, "As a man and boy 

I have honestly admired a great many women who afterwards shocked my 

admiration by a careless habit or manner when they did not know I was 

about; but Agnes Deming was always the same perfect woman" (p. 25). 

Ned's relationship to Agnes is hardly an example of mature, adult love 

with its free give-and-take and mutual forgiveness for sins. The fact 

that Agnes is Ned's former teacher and somewhat older than he is indi

cates that it is not a love affair of equals based on passion but a love 

whose source may well be Ned's need for a mother-figure in his life. 

Certainly in the early parts of the novel Agnes functions as a surrogate 



mother for Ned. Whatever the exact nature of her role she, unlike 

Mateel, does not represent the threat of sexual passion which renders 

women demonic. 

This rejection of mature adult love for a kind of idyllic 

friendship reveals that Ned's effort to portray himself as a mature, 

well integrated individual who has survived a repressive environment un-

scarred is a sham. His marriage to Agnes represents not emotional 

growth but a repetition of the grotesque emotional patterns of his 

father and uncle. The Agnes Howe has created does not function as an 

independent self but as a reflection of Ned's needs. She can be friend, 

teacher, mother, and wife only because she has been created in the image 

of Erring and Ned and is their spiritual double. 

Because her values are identical to Ned's and Erring's her 

marriage to Ned results in both a justification of his puritanism and 

the heterosexual reconstitution of his childhood love. Ned's auto

biography rather than revealing the achievement of emotional growth and 

adult love records Ned's narcisstic search for self-confirmation. 

Instead of rejecting the grotesque values of his family he confirms 

them through his marriage. Unable to evade his background except 

through his attempt to deceive the reader and himself, his view of his 

autobiography as a success story is an ironic commentary on the extent 

of his self-deception. Like his father and uncle, Ned is a grotesque. 

He is doomed to continually reaffirm their distorted values as the 

unknowing victim of his own deceit, entrapping himself in his very 

effort to be free. 
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The ostensible aim of Ihe Story of a Country Town is to describe 

Ned Westlock's growth to manhood. Ned supposedly overcomes the repres

sive forces of his environment to establish a mature emotional life and 

a satisfying marriage. But, as has been shown, it is all too often 

impossible to distingxiish Ned's views and behavior from that of his 

obsessed father and uncle. Ned is spared the fate of some of the other 

characters in the novel, but the reader is given nothing to indicate 

what, either in Ned's character or circimistances, has enabled him to do 

so. Although at times Ned's humor deflates the obsessive forces in his 

life, for the most part his ironic detachment collapses under the weight 

of a predominantly demonic vision. If, as the ending suggests, only a 

kind of deus ex machina in the person of Agnes Deming and a large in

heritance can save Ned Westlock, Howe's sense of doom must be over

whelming. The contrived ending only reveals how inevitable Howe sees 

Ned Westlock's entrapment, and his own. 



AN EVOLUTION TO NIHILISM 

At first glance, Frank Norris seems the first distinctly 

naturalistic ejiponent of the grotesque. Unlike Howells emd Howe, who 

view the grotesque primarily in romantic terms as indicative of a battle 

between the forces of light and darkness and as suggestive of a 

possibly supernatural realm, Norris appears to derive his sense of the 

grotesque from biological science. Norris' work often applies the 

principles of nineteenth-century biology to the framework of the novel. 

Like Zola, who greatly influenced him, Norris in such novels as Vandover 

and the Brute and McTeague enphasized the role environment and heredity 

play in determining man's actions. Because man is driven by the forces 

of his environment and heredity Norris sees him as a grotesque kind of 

animal engaged in a Darwinian struggle for survival. According to 

Norris man's freedom and morality are a sham that disguise his animality 

and thinghood. Living as he does in a materialist universe man is, 

argues Norris, a combination of chemical forces that react in terms of 

accidental encounters with an environment that shapes them. But as 

this study will show, Norris, though he attempts like Howells and Howe 

to provide a rationalist and positivistic approach to the grotesqueries 

of human life, is driven to an analysis of experience that has little to 

do with the scientific. In Vandover and the Brute Norris anticipates 

the modem use of the grotesque by analyzing Vandover's grotesqueness 

as a consequence of his sense of meaninglessness. In McTeague Norris 

on the whole rejects the scientific view of man for a pessimistic vision 



of human evil. He argues that man's grotesqueness is inexplicable and 

mysterious. Like Howells and Howe, for Norris the grotesqueness of 

man defies understanding. 

However, whatever the source of man's grotesqueness for Norris, 

he continually tries to evade his pessimistic outlook. For example, his 

acceptance of evolutionary materialism was qualified by his Calvinist 

background and by the quasi-religious sources of his Darwinism.^ 

As Pizer and others have pointed out, Norris received his views on 

evolution through men like Fiske and Le Conte. These thinkers were 

interested in giving evolutionary biology spiritual dimensions that 

2 
entailed a reconciliation of evolutionary doctrine with Christianity. 

For example, Fiske attempted a reconciliation of evolutionary biology 

and Christian doctrine by arguing that original sin is "neither moire 

nor less than the brute inheritance which every man carries with him 

3 
and the process of evolution is an advance toward true salvation. 

Besides his reading in Fiske, Norris, while at the University 

of California, attended the lectures of Professor Le Conte who also 

attempted a reconciliation of religion and evolutionary biology. For 

Le Conte biology like Christianity teaches that "man is possessed of 

two natures—a lower, in common with animals, and a higher, peculiar to 

himself. The whole mission and life-work of man is the progressive and 

1. Donald Pizer, The Novels of Frank Norris (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1966), p. 10. 

2. Pizer, Novels, pp. 3-22. 

3. Pizer, Novels, p. 7, 



finally the complete dominance, both in the individual and the race, of 

the higher over the lower. The whole meaning of sin is in the hvunili-

4 
ating bondage of the higher to the lower." Unlike Fiske, Le Conte does 

not reject the lower nature. Rather he finds that "the higher is 

strengthened by its connection with the more robust lower and the lower 

is purified, refined, and glorified by its connection with the diviner 
C 

higher, and by this mutual action the whole plain of being is elevated." 

Since for Le Conte and Fiske God is immanent in nature man's salvation 

consists in freely aligning himself with the evolutionary process which 

posits the good of the race above' the selfish desires of the indi

vidual. Fiske and Le Conte thought they were able to reconcile matter 

and spirit thus allowing for the continuity of transcendental philosophy 

in the 1890s.. After all, it is Emerson in his epigraph to Nature who 

wrote "And striving to be man, the worm / Mounts through all the 

6 
spires of form." 

Norris' assimilation of the optimistic teachings of Fiske and 

Le Conte is evident in all his novels, especially in his non-

deterministic popular works. In novels like Moran of the Lady Letty, 

Blix, and A Man's Woman the influence of Le Conte is readily apparent. 

The male heroes weakened by the softness of corrupt civilized life (a 

weakness characterized by such vices as gambling, drinking, or general 

4. Pizer, Novels, p. 15. 

5. Pizer, Novels, pp. 15-16. 

6. Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nature in Nature, Addresses and 
Lectures, ed. Alfred R. Ferguson (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1971), p. 7. 
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aimlessness) are put in touch with their basic primitive selves through 

the example of tough-minded, masculine women. The resxalt is their 

transformation into strong men who use the strength of their lower 

selves to overcome their weakness and emerge as more whole human beings. 

Norris, however, is not blind to the threat of the lower self. Like 

Fiske and Le Conte he sees it as a source of human weakness especially 

insofar as modern social life allows for the indulgence of this self in 

a variety of vices. What he argues for in these novels is not primi-

tivism but the use of the lower self to transform man into a civilized 

creature through strength of will. By tapping his natural inner 

strength, Norris feels, men can overcome their inherited predisposition 

to vice. This belief in man's free will as an instrument for self-

improvement is the main characteristic of Norris' evolutionary optimism. 

But this optimistic outlook is in marked contrast to Norris' 

pessimistic sense of man's lack of freedom and enslavement to his lower 

self, an enslavement that makes man a grotesque. In Norris' natxiral-
J 

istic works like Vandover and the Brute and McTeague the lower self 

dominates and man cannot escape a doom that is a consequence largely of 

his animal heritage. Norris' inability to reconcile his evolutionary 

optimism with his evolutionary pessimism is reflected in his ambivalent 

presentation of the issue of freedom of the will. In Norris' work 

this topic is of central critical importance because the difference 

between his determinist and non-determinist fiction is so great as to 

suggest that he was driven by powerful and conflicting impulses about 

this matter. Norris' novels depend on entirely different conceptual 

frameworks, a difference that shows itself in their kinds of characters: 
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the deterministic, naturalist novels present a world in which men and 

women are grotesques driven and destroyed by forces they little under

stand. Norris• naturalistic characters either have no self-consciousness 

like McTeague or a deceived one like Vandover. In contrast, the 

non-determinist novels are celebrations of the strong-willed men and 

women who both understand and can master the forces that drive them. 

Reflecting the masculine ethic of the 1890s these novels are triumphs 

of the will: Rivers of Blix manages to control his gambling, Wilbur of 

Moran of the Lady Letty develops a forceful personality, and Bennett of 

A Man's Woman learns that humility is just as important as strength. 

That Norris himself distinguished between his pessimistic determinist 

works and his optimistic popular words giving preference to the former 

indicates that he had strong doubts about his evolutionary optimism with 

its emphasis on free will. But since he continued to churn out pot

boilers he evidently could not completely reconcile himself to pessi

mistic determinist philosophy. 

The contradiction in Norris' thought between free will and 

determinism caused him not only to divide his writings into naturalist 

and non-naturalist, but occasionally to mix the two conflicting points 

of view in a single work. Both McTeague and Vandover and the Brute for 

all their avowed naturalism manage to show Norris's contradictory 

thinking because both novels suggest the possibility of hiiman freedom. 

In these naturalist novels Norris repeatedly attempts to evade the 

implications of his materialism and emphasis on determinism. In 

Vandover and the Brute the narrator continually tells the reader 

Vandover's degeneration is a result of a failure to exercise will power 



and thus his own fault. In the more expressly naturalistic McTeague 

McTeague's growth under the influence of Trina implies he can become a 

civilized being. But both these evasions fail; both novels ultimately 

present a view of man that is grotesque. 

In Vandover and the Brute and McTeague Norris implies that man's 

evolutionary development is illusory and that the only law in a meaning

less universe is survival of the fittest. By juxtaposing characters 

who are fantastic, animal-like grotesques with evil counterparts who 

are somewhat grotesque but apparently more civilized, Norris invites 

the reader to reconsider just how successful man's evolutionary develop

ment has been. In fact, the reader who searches in a novel like 

McTeague or Vandover and the Brute for a civilized norm frequently only 

finds characters such as Trina Sieppe who represent the collapse of the 

normal and the civilized into the brute. If creatures supposedly low 

on the evolutionary scale, like McTeague, are no different from those 

at the top, then there is no distinction between normal and abnormal. 

Norris' exaggerated, caricature-like depiction of Vandover and 

McTeague, therefore, is not an attempt to protray abnormal personali

ties. The grotesque is not the exceptional; the beast-like Vandover 

and McTeague represent Norris' expressionistic portrait of the 

nature of man—a nature that is, despite the disguise of civilization, 

on the level of the brute. 

At the heart of both novels is a terrifying vision of a meaning

less, materialist universe in which man, alienated both from the natural 

world and himself, is doomed to be driven by forces he can neither 

understand nor control. Norris' sense of a radical discrepancy 
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between human morality and the determinism of biology leads to his 

modern view of man's basic alienation from nature. Even in his 

relatively iinambiguous popular novels there is beneath a facile trans

cendentalism a terrifying acknowledgment of natiare as estranged from 

man. Describing the arctic wastes in A Man's Woman Norris sees 

nature as ". . . the Enemy . . . the titanic personal strength of a 

chaotic world, the stupendous still force of a merciless nature, 

waiting calmly, waiting silently to close upon and crush .... an 

Enemy whose power was beyond all estimate and whose movements were not 

7 
reducible to any known law." It is just this sense of nature as a 

demonic threat set against man that accounts for the depth and com

plexity of Norris' serious novels like Vandover and the Brute and 

McTeague. In fact, Norris' apprehension of man's alienation from the 

natural order is so profound that he is led to implicitly reject the 

naturalist account of man's grotesqueness as simply atavism. In 

Vandover and the Brute Norris shows that the final cause of Vandover's 

collapse into a grotesque beast-man is his intuition of nothingness, 

while in McTeague Norris' examination of human evil demonstrates that 

it is inexplicable in naturalist terms alone. Behind Norris' optimistic 

evolutionary optimism is, in addition to pessimistic naturalism, an 

abiding intuition of disorder that defies conceptualization. 

Norris' nihilism finds its clearest es^sression in the symbolism 

and imagery of Vandover and the Brute and McTeague. Both novels are 

marked by a neo-expressionist symbolism that shows nature as an 

7. Frank Norris, A Man's Woman and Yvemelle (Garden City, 
N.Y.: Doubleday, Doran, 1928), p. 5. 



impersonal engine-like force and wasteland. Rejecting the mundane 

imagery and symbolism of the realists, Norris uses symbols and images 

that are abstractions with cosmic significance. He sees himself as 

revealing universal truths and his symbols reflect his urge to create 

myths of the human condition like the romantics before him. Because 

his portrayal of the grotesque Vandover and McTeague is never divorced 

from his portrayal of the natural world as alienated from man, his 

symbolism and imagery demonstrate his sense of the demonic wasteland 

that is one source of man's grotesqueness, Thus Norris is a precursor 

of the existentialist and "wasteland" poets and writers of the 1920s 

and 1930s in his emphasis on a world without meaning as a source of 

man's grotesqueness. 

Norris, however, though he often exhibits a modern sensibility 

in his description of man's grotesqueness, seeks to evade his nihilism 

and assert a conventional morality. In his first novel, Vandover and 

the Brute, he attempts to argue that Vandover's degeneration from 

middle-class gentleman to a drunken and diseased brute is a result of a 

failure of will power. Vandover is supposedly an example of a man 

whose refusal to control himself causes his gradual brutalization until 

he becomes beast-like. The grotesque Vandover running on all fours and 

barking like a dog is a dramatic example of Fiske's lower self which 

when not dominated by reason causes an atavistic reversion turning man 

into a beast. Yet despite the element of moralistic tracts in the novel 

there are many indications that Vandover's degeneration is outside his 

control. In effect, Norris has written his own spiritual dilemma into 

the novel. Norris, uneible to reconcile the optimistic teachings of 
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Fiske and Le Conte with biology's materialist, non-spiritual basis, 

writes a novel that while asserting free will demonstrates determinism. 

Tliis confusion of purpose in the novel is demonstrated by the 

narrator's view of Vandover which is utterly incongruous to Norris' 

development of the character. The narrator throughout the novel berates 

Vandover for failing"to exercise self control. But the reader is also 

told that Vandover "could be contented in almost any environment, the 

weakness, the certain pliability of his character easily fitting itself 

g 
into new grooves, reshaping itself to suit new circumstances." Re

peatedly in the novel we are shown that Vandover has a total lack of 

will power to detemine his fate. He desires to go to art school in 

Paris, but when his father suggests Harvard he easily acquiesces. Un

comfortable around anything requiring any effort he shirks all duties at 

school and even has his roommate Geary decide what classes he should 

take. Even before his degeneration there is something grotesque about 

Vandover. His inability to make even the smallest of decisions indi

cates a ludicrous yet awful lack of will power; he is entrapped by a 

passivity so great as to suggest disease. Indeed, one critic has 

argued that Norris' description of Vandover's condition is based on his 

readings in psychology and criminology and is a form of inherent de-

9 
generacy, a disease not a moral failing. 

8. Frank Norris, Vandover and the Brute (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday, Doran, 1928), p. 23. Note: all further reference to the 
pages of this edition will be in parentheses. 

9. William B. Dillingham, Frank Norris: Instinct and Art 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1969), pp. 70-73. 
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The extent to which Vandover is a victim of his character is 

exemplified by the role his art plays in his degeneration. The narrator 

sees Vandover's art as a source of moral inspiration for him. It is a 

restraining force in his character because it provides him with disci

pline and ambition. But, ironically, even this quality which the 

narrator views as a possibly redemptive force is responsible for 

Vandover's corruption. The growth of his sexuality, a sexuality that 

helps bring about his degeneration, is intimately tied to the growth 

of his artistic imagination. Vandover's art is described as weak in 

"intellectual distinctions" but strong in "feeling for the flesh" (p. 

56). Vandover's attraction for the prostitute Flossie, an attraction 

that is fatal for him since he contracts syphillis from her, is de

scribed by the narrator as the result of "the sensitive artist nature 

in him that responded instantly to anything sensuously attractive" (p. 

44). Of couree, in his attempt to demonstrate that Vandover is free 

and responsible for his actions the narrator adds that different kinds 

and classes of beautiful women aroused in Vandover "passions of equal 

force" arguing that Flossie's appeal to the "brute" in Vandover is 

balanced by Turner Ravis' influence on his good side (p. 44). But 

Vandover's lack of real interest in Ravis, his refined girl friend, 

seems to suggest otherwise. Regardless of Norris' attempts to balance 

the forces that influence Vandover for good or bad, the predominant 

thrust of the novel shows that Vandover is a grotesque driven by forces 

within and without him. 

Vandover, besides being a victim of his character, is also a 

victim of circumstances that are both powerful and irrational. 



Throughout the novel chance plays a determining role that dooms 

Vandover. The narrator, in fact, despite his moralistic outlook, notes 

how at each turning point in Vandover's life it is chance alone that 

decides his fate. Even Vandover's choice of career is entirely 

fortuitous. "In a suitable environment Vandover might easily have 

become an author, actor, or musician, since it was evident that he 

possessed the fundamental afflatus that imderlies all branches of art. 

As it was, the merest chance decided his career" (p. 89). Once as a 

child he copied a picture from an art book. Rewarded by his father for 

it he decides to become an artist. Moreover, each step in Vandover's 

decline is the result of a blending of his congenital weakness of 

character and bad circumstances that he is in no way responsible for. 

Repeatedly his attempts at moral reformation are blocked by circum

stances. After the suicide of Ida Wade, the girl he has irresponsibly 

made pregnant, when he is most in need of advice and guidance his 

father dies, leaving Vandover to his own devices. Finally, stripped of 

any moral or spiritual support he appeals to his art to save him only 

to discover he cannot draw because of the progressive syphillis he 

accidentally contracted. Obviously Vandover is a helpless victim who 

is made grotesque by forces greater than himself. 

The irrationality of a world where chance easily determines a 

grotesque fate is shown by the novel's emphasis on Dolly Haight's 

meaningless destruction. Haight is Vandover's virtuous counterpart. 

Since Vandover and Haight are both raised without mothers Norris' in

tent is to show that if Haight is morally superior to Vandover it is a 

matter of will and not because of circumstances. Throughout the novel 
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Haight declines to participate in the drunken partying and promiscuity 

that lure Vandover. But Haight's fate completely iindermines whatever 

moral Norris intends. During a party at Turner Ravis' the discussion 

turns to consideration of a strange event that has occurred at break

fast. Ravis' mother while polishing a glass is astonished to see the 

rim suddenly break off with no apparent cause. While relating this 

strange incident to her friends Ravis suddenly screams for the very 

glass she is holding breaks in precisely the same way. Explanations 

are offered, of course; Geary says it is the result of warm fingers 

touching a cold glass, but no one accepts this view. At that moment 

Haight arrives and accidentally cuts himself on the lip with the 

broken glass. Later, in the coitpany of Vandover and Geary at a cheap 

restaurant he is jokingly kissed by the prostitute Flossie. The con

sequence is a syphillitic infection. Like Vandover, Haight is doomed. 

The force of accident beginning with the inexplicable breaking of a 

glass leads to destruction irrespective of character and morality. 

Dramatically banal as the incident is, what is implied is the utter 

grotesqueness of man's fate. Since both the innocent Haight and the 

supposedly morally culpable Vandover are destroyed, Norris' effort to 

have an effective moral counterpart to Vandover collapses; the novel's 

morality is contradicted by Norris' sense of, a demonic irrationality 

at the center of things. Against the background of this event 

Vandover's fate appears as less a matter of lack of control than of 

meaningless accident. What emerges from the unusual emphasis on chance 

in the novel is a picture of a world in which human aspirations are 
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destroyed by an indifferent universe and men made the grotesque play

things of fate. 

This indifferent universe that destroys men making them 

grotesque things is symbolized for Norris by the machine. One of the 

main symbols in Vandover and the Brute is the machine, particularly 

represented by engines. Invariably the engine is a metaphor for the 

forces of destruction that make men grotesque. For example, the 

earliest memory Vandover has is of the death of his mother. The death 

occurs in a railroad station. As his mother grotesquely dies ("her 

face became the face of an imbecile, stupid, without expression, her 

eyes half-closed, her mouth half-open") a train pulls in "filling the 

place with a hideous clangor and with the smell of steam and oil" (p. 

2). The train which is described as "some huge sphinx crouching along 

the rails" symbolizes the forces of fate that crush out the life of 

Vandover's mother (p. 2). What is particularly significant is that this 

image of his mother's death is his earliest memory; in fact, it begins 

the novel. In a way the image ej^lains the passivity of Vandover's 

character; he does not resist his impulses or his surroundings because 

he knows that such resistance does not matter: life's engine crushes 

those v;ho resist and those who don't. 

Although the passivity of Vandover's character is seen by most 

critics as an inborn weakness of will it is more likely an existential 

condition. After all, his father does not exhibit it. Vandover cannot 

believe in the efficacy of the will in a world where human beings are 

the pawns of titanic forces that easily destroy them. The death of his 

mother is for Vandover paradigmatic of man's relation to life: all 
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resistance to the force of fate is futile; man is a grotesque thing 

destroyed by an indifferent universe. The degree to which his memory 

of the death of his mother influences him is shown by the frequent con

junction of some image reminiscent of her death when he exhibits his 

characteristic weakness of will. For example, on board the steamship 

Mazatlan on a trip to help him escape the social consequences of Ida 

Wade's suicide, he recalls the scene of his mother's death in a momen

tary vision of the iron-domed train station. Immediately afterwards 

Vandover reflects on the ease with which he feels himself adjusting to 

Ida Wade's suicide in spite of his feelings of guilt for abandoning 

her: "Ah, he was no worse than the average; one could get accustomed to 

almost anything" (p. 105). Moreover, Vandover re-es^seriences the scene 

of his mother's death in recurring and grotesque images that emphasize 

man's thingness. The novel has many images associating engines with 

i^ing men who are drooling. Vandover's own degenerative attacks, which 

by the end of the novel have made him a grotesque beast crawling on all 

fours, make him writhe and drool like his mother. Indeed, his very 

decline is associated with machine imageiry. An examination of these 

grotesque images reveals that for Vandover and ultimately for Norris 

himself life is a wasteland where men are made grotesque by the forces 

around them, forces that are both directionless and amoral. 

In Vandover and the Brute force in the form of evolutionary law 

is symbolized by the engine. However, unlike' The Octopus and The Pit, 

in Vandover and the Brute, his first novel, Norris attempts no mystical 

affirmation of the evolutionary drive; biological law is indifferent to 
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men and fundamentally hostile in its unintelligibility. His image of 

this force is amoral and non-teleological for evolution is 

an engine that sped straight forward, driving before it the 
infinite herd of humanity, driving it on at breathless speed 
through all eternity, driving it no one knew whither crushing 
out inexorably all those who lagged behind the herd and who 
fell down from exhaustion, grinding them to dust beneath its 
myriad iron wheels, riding over them, still driving on the 
herd that remained, driving it recklessly, blindly on and on 
toward some far distant goal, some vague unknown end, some 
mysterious, fearful bourne forever hidden in the darkness 
(p. 202). 

If as Pizer and other critics argue, Norris accepted the optimistic 

evolutionary teachings of Fiske and Le Conte there was also a pessi

mistic streak in his naturalism that rejected any such positive 

philosophy. The image of evolution as a crushing train going on 

blindly has little in common with Le Conte's faith in the evolutionary 

process. Norris' view, in contrast, implicitly rejects the idea that 

men have done very much evolving from their primitive forebears. Men, 

according to Norris, are grotesque machine-like automatons engaged in a 

ceaseless and meaningless struggle for survival against both nature 

and their fellows. 

The culminating incident in the novel that best describes 

Norris' vision of the world as a meaningless and grotesque jiingle ruled 

by the principle of survival of the fittest is his portrayal of the 

sinking of the steamship Mazatlan. Norris' development of the incident, 

though overdone in its emphasis on naturalist horrors, shows how at the 

center of his thinking there is a rejection of any association between 

evolutionary law and morality. The incident effectively links the 

destruction of Vandover to that of humanity at large by showing that all 
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men can become grotesque under the pressure of life's terrible forces. 

Norris carefully, albeit crudely, connects the sinking of the Mazatlan 

to the rest of the novel by emphasizing the association of engine 

imagery with the grotesque death of the ship's passengers in a manner 

reminiscent of the death of Vandover's mother. The incidents on the 

Mazatlan reinforce the series of grotesque images of animality, in

capacitation, and death that begin with Vandover's drooling and dying 

mother, continues with Vandover's drunk friend Ellis on all fours 

biting people, and ends finally with Vandover's collapse into a drooling 

beast-like creature himself. These grotesque images reflect Norris' 

sense of a world gone out of control in which men are slobbering 

puppets. As elements of Vandover's experience the weight of these in

cidents accelerates his growing feeling of helplessness against the 

forces that batter man. 

Norris' description of the sinking of the Mazatlan is structured 

on the analogy he makes between the destruction of the ship and the 

death of a living creatxire. As the ship becomes helpless due to the 

failure of its engine Norris likens it to a beast made grotesque by its 

death agonies: 

It was no longer the Mazatlan, no longer a thing of wood and 
iron but some strange huge living creature that was dying 
there under his feet, some enormous brute that was plunging 
and writhing in its last agony its belly ripped open by a 
hidden enemy that struck from beneath, its entrails torn out, 
its life-breath going from it in great gasps of steam. 
Suddenly its bellows collapsed; the great' biiLk was sinking 
lower; the enemy was in its very vitals. The great hoarse 
roar dwindled to a long death rattle; then to a gutteral 
rasp; all at once it ceased; the brute was dead—the Mazatlan 
was a wreck (pp. 117-118). 
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This analogy between the ship and a living creatiare connects the sinking 

of the Mazatlan with the main action of the novel: the destruction of 

men through inhuman forces. The "hidden enemy" that destroys the 

Mazatlan is similar to Vandover's father's "old enemy," the bad heart 

that kills him (p. 134). He too like Vandover's mother becomes a 

grotesque through death. When Vandover touches his body it collapses 

"into a heap in the depths of the chair, the jaw dropping open, the head 

rolling sideways upon his shoulder" (p. 133) . Moreover, the grotesque 

description of the sinking ship is also suggestive of Vandover's own 

fate. He too is, by the end of the novel, a brute. Like the ship whose 

destruction is caused by poor ballasting Vandover is poorly prepared to 

wage the struggle for survival and is consequently destroyed. 

The Mazatlan sinking, besides illustrating the terrible forces 

of destruction that overwhelm men and make them grotesques, also reveals 

what Norris sees as the primitive substratum that lies beneath con

ventional social behavior. Throughout the incident Norris emphasizes 

the breakdown of civilized behavior into primitive instinct to demon

strate that the power of reason to control the will is one of the least 

developed facilities in men. Norris' emphasis on the grotesque in his 

descriptions of the passengers and their behavior portrays humanity as 

basically animalistic in its drive toward survival. Just as death 

transforms the once human into a thing likewise the instinct for sur

vival makes man an automaton deprived of reason and ruled by fear. For 

example, Vandover's initial response to his being on a sinking ship is 

cowardice. For the first ime in the novel, in a way that is a presenti

ment of his later fate, he is on all fours like a beast; his only deisre 
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is to save himself. Norris sees this response in terms of man's brute 

inheritance: "It was the primitive animal instinct, the blind adherence 

to the first great law" (p. 114). Vandover's grotesque response is the 

predominating one on the ship. Although Norris has Vandover overcome 

his fear and join a courageous boatswain in helping rally the passengers 

to reassert the novel's argument for freedom of the will, the over

coming of animal instinct is short lived. In a terrible about face the 

boatswain loses his nerve and throws himself overboard. Obviously 

Norris does not believe in the efficacy of self control. The dominant 

response is a grotesque lack of control. 

Little by little the terror increased, people threw themselves 
down upon the deck, rising up again, their arms raised to 
heaven, praying aloud, screaming the same things over and 
over again. The Salvationist tried to raise another hymn, 
but the sound of their voices was drowned out by the tumult. 
. . . Prone upon the deck . • . [a] little Jew . . . went 
into some kind of fit, his eyes rolled back, his teeth 
grinding upon each other (p. 117). 

One of the important consequences of Norris' grotesque de

scriptions of the behavior of the passengers is the realizatin of the 

utter incongruity between primitive response and human values. Reli

gion and morality are meaningless. Norris exemplifies their power-

lessness in his grotesque description of the fate of an elderly Jew. 

The Jew is first presented as madly praying while the boat sinks. Later 

in a desperate attempt to escape in the life boats the passengers refuse 

to save him because his added weight might swamp the boat. Carefully 

Norris describes the grotesqueness of the drowning man as he attempts 

to seize an oar and climb on board one of the life boats. He is 

grasping and beating his hands, the water running out of his 
mouth, and his plush cap, glossy with wet all awry and twisted 
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so that one ear-lap hung over his eyes like a shade .... 
his face as it came and went over the gunwale of the ship 
was white and writhing .... The little Jew clxang to the 
end of the oar like a cat, writhing and grunting, his 
mouth open and his eyes fixed and staring ... He slid 
off in the hollow of a wave, his body turned over twice and 
then he sank, his head thrown back, his eyes still open and 
staring, and a silver chain of b\±ibles escaping from his 
mouth (p. 122). 

This description with its emphasis on the human made into a psychological 

mechanism, a kind of machine of grunts, writhings, and drooling is 

Norris' way of providing a stark answer to the old man's prayers. The 

religious collapses into the demonic. The old man becomes a brute 

thing battling for survival against the other passengers who have like

wise become brutes. The distinction between biological values and 

societal and religious values is absolute. 

Norris emphasizes this cleavage by describing the reaction of 

society to the engineer who is instrumental in keeping the Jew off the 

life boat. When Vandover reaches land he learns that one of the 

passengers has reported on the officer's conduct and the general opinion 

is that the officer has committed murder. The irony, of course, is that 

the situation on the boat makes any such moral judgment absurd. In a 

world that allows only survival of the fittest morality has no place. 

This refusal to acknowledge evolutional^ law is hypocritical. In the 

context of the novel the struggle on board the Mazatlan is one that 

occurs throughout all social life although disguised. Religion and 

morality conceal an irrational struggle for existence that makes men 

grotesques. 

The Mazatlan incident is an important stage of Vandover's 

development for it reinforces his sense of the irrationality of 
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existence. He sees the vast discrepancy between human aspirations and 

ideals and the actual world men live in. Impressed by a girl member 

of the Salvation Army who tells him not to be afraid but to have faith 

that God will save them, Vandover sees her die just as she is about to 

escape with him into a life boat. She is struck by a beam that just 

misses Vandover. He is aghast as he watches her grotesquely die. "She 

dropped in a heap upon the deck, then her body slowly straightened out, 

stiff and rigid, her eyes rapidly opened and shut, and a great puff of 

white froth slowly started from her mouth" (p. 389). What most im

presses Vandover is the incongruity between her hope and her grotesque 

death. "But she was so sure—she knew she was'going to be saved ..." 

(p. 118). For Vandover the girl's death supplies him with another image 

of man's grotesque thinghood and reinforces his already growing aware

ness of the futility of existence. 

Vandover's sense of h\iman grotesqueness is further affected by 

his perception of the women stirvivors of the sinking. Their condition 

imparts another lesson on the incongruity between fact and value, man's 

animality and spirituality. "They are fouled with the muddy water that 

gathered there, their long hair disheveled, dripping with sleet, 

clinging to their wet cheeks and throats, their bodies showing pink with 

cold, through their thin, soaked coverings, their limbs rocked with long 

incessant shudderings, a wretched group, miserable beyond words" (pp. 

122-124). Vandover's reaction is not pity but contempt. His disgust 

reflects his disillusionment with any spiritual ideals about the 

nobility of woman. The shock is as great to him as his realization as 

a child while looking in a medical book that women are sexual creatures. 
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For Vandover the animal-like condition of the women survivors is yet 

another indication of man's animality. Ironically, Vandover's trip on 

the Mazatlan, the purpose of which is to restore his faith in his 

ability to control his life and atone through altered behavior for the 

suicide of Ida Wade, instead reinforces his view that men are the help

less victims of an irrational universe that strips their lives of 

significance by making them grotesque animal-like things. 

Vandover's consciousness of the kind of desolate world he lives 

in is reflected in his art. He has a penchant for landscapes, but they 

are mainly very desolate landscapes, "great empty expanses of sea, sky, 

and sand dunes, full of wind and sun" (p. 53). In addition, Vandover 

delights in putting a solitary figure of a man or animal against a 

background of desolation. For example, he paints things like a "great 

strip of shore and on the foreground the body of a drowned sailor" or 

"a dying war horse wandering on an empty plain, the saddle turned over 

the belly, his mane and tail snarled with burrs" (p. 54). Vandover's 

sense of desolation is plainly symbolic. The paintings show the total 

alienation of man from his environment; the world is a wasteland. The 

painting that most demonstrates Vandover's outlook is the one he intends 

for his masterpiece. "A British cavalryman and his horse, both dying 

of thirst and wounds, were to be lost on a Soudanese desert, and in the 

middle distance on a ridge of sand a lion should be drawing in upon 

them, crouched on his belly, his tail stiff, his lower jaw hanging" 

(p. 54). Vandover calls this projected painting "The Last Enemy" and 

observes that he is interested in producing an effect of "isolation and 

intense heat" (p. 54). The only problem he has not solved about the 
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work is his view of the soldier in the painting. He is "vmdecided 

whether to represent him facing death resignedly, calmly, or grasping 

the barrel of his useless rifle, determined to fight to the last" (p. 

54). This painting represents Vandover's vision of man: isolated and 

helpless in a wasteland. 

Although this painting seems to reflect a conventional alle

gorical subject, man versus the beast within him, or in Norris' scheme 

the higher self versus the lower self or brute, this narrow moral asso

ciation is complicated by Norris' refusal to stay within the bounds of 

moral allegory. He cannot help contradicting the moralistic view he 

thinks he is asserting. By titling the painting "The Last Enemy" he 

suggests a non-moral meaning to the painting because in this novel the 

word "enemy" is used only two other times and neither use has a moral 

meaning. The first appearance of the word is when the death of 

Vandover's father is attributed to his "old enemy," a bad heart (p. 134). 

The second use of the word occurs when the Mazatlan is likened to a 

living creature v/hose "enemy" is in its bowels causing its destruction 

(p. 117). Both uses of the word imply irrational forces that easily 

destroy. Furthermore, whatever moral scheme might be implied by the 

painting is vitiated by Vandover's false dilemma over whether to let 

the soldier die resignedly or in a struggle. Since the gun is useless 

there is no real choice. The painting symbolizes Vandover's fate and 

foreshadows it. Like the cavalryman, Vandover will be destroyed by the 

brutal forces that operate within and outside of him. Similarly, he too 

has no m^ans of defending himself from destruction because he is a 

grotesque puppet of forces greater than himself. 
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If the world that Vandover depicts in his paintings is a waste

land it is because it is a transcription of the world he sees around 

him. The novel's presentation of the natural world is always desolate. 

For example, Vandover's house is adjoined to a "huge vacant log . . . 

full of dry weeds and heaps of ashes, while around it was an enormous 

fence painted with signs of cigars, patent bitters, and soap" (p. 28). 

Looking out from his window, Vandover often views a world that is fog 

swept and deserted. While traveling on the steamship Santa Rosa he sees 

similar images of desolation for "The sky was a dreary brown and the 

leagues of shifting water a melancholy desert of grey. Besides there 

was nothing but the bleached hills and the drifting fog; and wind blew 

continually, passing between the immense reaches of sea and sky with 

prolonged sighs of infinite sadness" (p. 101) . The world Norris depicts 

and tlie one Vandover sees is a wasteland and tomb for the spirit. 

Although this wasteland imagery as well as most of the symbols 

in the novel of a meaningless, deterministic universe are unambiguous in 

their implication, Norris' most important symbol of the human condition, 

the image of Vandover crouching on all fours like a beast, is confusing 

in its associations. Sine the main prototype of Vandover's condition 

occurs early in the novel when Vandover's friend Ellis loses control of 

himself from drinking and acts like a dog, biting Vandover, Norris 

implies that Vandover's degeneration is likewise a case of lack of self-

control. Though this allegory is heavy handed and runs counter to the 

novel's deterministic symbolism and imagery, Norris is careful to insist 

on minimizing the physiological aspects of Vandover's condition. The 

literal origin of the disease, the novel inplies, is a syphilitic 
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infection Vandover has picked up from Flossie. Norris, drawing on 

contemporary medical accounts, describes in Vandover's condition, 

Mathesis, that is, paresis resulting from a syphilitic attack on the 

brain.But in the course of the novel the literal source of this 

disease is not emphasized. After all, Dolly Haight also suffers from 

the same disease yet there is no mention of any degenerative symptoms 

in his condition; he does not become a beast. Norris obviously wants 

it understood that the real nature of Vandover's disease is spiritual 

not physical. 

Vandover's lycanthropy probably has its source in Norris' 

reading of the book of Daniel. In this book Nebuchadnezzar for his 

sins "was driven from among men and ate grass like an ox and his body 

was bathed with the dew of heaven, until his hair grew strong like the 

shag of lions and his nails like the claws of birds.Finally, re

penting, he is restored to his kingdom. This struggle between 

Nebuchadnezzar's higher and lower self is the same one that Vandover 

undergoes. Vandover's descent into a beast like that of Nebuchadnezzar 

is a result of a refusal to make the moral choices of a man. Aptly 

Norris' 'jse of biblical allegory allows for the reconciliation of evolu

tionary doctrine and religious truth advocated by Fiske and Le Conte. 

In terms of their spiritualization of evolutionary biology Vandover's 

descent into the beast shows his siobjection to the lower self. Because 

10. Pizer, Novels, pp. 36-39. 

11. "Book of Daniel" in The New Oxford Annotated Bible with the 
Aprocrypha, Rev. Standard (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973), 
4:33-34. Note: all further references to the Bible will be to this 
edition. 
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survival insure the supremacy of spirit and the evolution of the race 

he is doomed to regress and become a beast. Grotesqueness is thus a 

failure to grow with the higher self. 

This emphasis on Vandover's failure of will as the cause of his 

grotesqueness is, however, at variance with Norris' analysis of 

Vandover's degeneration. The main cause Norris provides for Vandover's 

degeneration is a crisis of faith whose origin is Vandover's sense of 

damnation without the possibility of redemption. The first symptom of 

Vandover's animal-like condition is an attack of extreme anxiety whose 

cause is his guilty conscience and fear of divine punishment for re

ceiving communion while drunk. He feels "one could hardly commit a 

worse sacrilege, and that some time he would surely be called to accomt 

for it" (p. 55 ). In fear Vandover forces himself to stop thinking about 

this sin. The narrator carefully observes that this sacrilege, the sin 

against the Holy Ghost, is a turning point in Vandover's life. Though 

Vandover does not act physically different after this sacrilege, his 

anxiety is a prototype of the extreme spiritual turmoil that haimts him 

after Ida Wade's death and that later accompany his attacks of lycanth-

ropy. For example, Vandover's initial fear after having learned of Ida 

Wade's death is that his role in the affair will be discovered. But 

this fear is soon replaced by a more potent one: 

But worse than all was that thought of ptmishment from which 
there was absolutely no escape, and of that strange other 
place where his crime would assume right proportions and 
receive right judgment no matter how it was all palliated or 
escaped here. Then for an instant it was as if guilt without 
bottom had opened under him, and he had to fight himself back 
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from its edge for sheer self preservation. To look too long 
in that direction was simply insanity beyond any dovibt (p. 91) . 

Anxiety soon transforms itself into physical grotesquery. Vandover 

reacts to his terror by rolling in his bed, "groaning and sobbing, 

digging his nails into his scalp, shutting his teeth against a desire 

to scream out, writhing . . (pp. 91-92). Vandover's experience of 

some of the symptoms of his lycanthropy because of a guilty conscience 

long before he suffers from the actual disease implies that his 

lycanthropy is essentially a metaphor for his sense of damnation. 

Norris' refusal to account for Vandover's grotesqueness simply 

as a failure of will cmd his emphasis on Vandover's guilt and obsession 

with damnation indicate Norris' uncertainty about his attempted recon

ciliation of Christian dogma and evolutionary development. The problem 

is that Fiske's and Le Conte's moral view of evolution, while explaining 

failure of the will as a refusal to utilize the strength of the lower 

self for spiritual growth, cannot provide man with the means to overcome 

the guilt that can destroy the potential for moral action. Philosophic 

abstractions have no power to absolve one from guilt. Without conven

tional Christian belief effective moral action is impossible. The 

narrator says that though Vandover has been a regular church goer and 

considers himself a Christian he thought himself "too intelligent to 

believe in a literal heaven, a literal hell, and a personal God inter

fering in human affairs" (p. 171). However, if Vandover does not 

believe in these literal expressions of faith he does accept the notion 

of an abstract moral order and has experienced guilt and believes in 

punishment. But Vandover's rejection of any concrete religion makes 
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him helpless, for it leaves him consciousness of sin without a meaning

ful dogma to help him resist it. In words that are highly relevant in 

terms of Norris' own interest in Fiske's and Le Conte's adoption of 

evolutionary biology to Christian ethics, Norris observes that Vandover 

"was not mystic enough to find any meaning in signs or symbols, not 

philosophic enough to grasp vague and immense abstractions. Infinities, 

Presences, and Forces could not help him withstand temptation, could 

not strengthen him against the brute" (p. 171). Yet if moral abstrac

tions cannot strengthen a man then Fiske's and Le Conte's spiritualiza-

tion of evolution is entirely inadequate for the moral problem it is 

meant to solve. 

The question that Norris is raising through Vandover's moral 

collapse is crucial for nineteenth century ethics and theology. For if 

there is no personal God as Darwinian biology, or at least its popular 

interpretations, seemed to argue, but only impersonal forces that drive 

man according to some far off evolutionary goal that one is ignorant of, 

how is man to deal with the actual experience of moral weakness? The 

traditional answer, the one Norris probably heard as a child, acknowl

edged both the impairment of the will through sin and the possibility 

of redemption through grace. Norris with his Calvinist background 

recognized as an essential aspect of man's moral experience man's 

helplessness to effect his own salvation. Indeed, Vandover, according 

to the narrator, "knew that he could not deliver himself by his own 

exertions" (p. 191). What is implicitly suggested is that the rejection 

of traditional Christianity and its replacement by evolutionary biology 

abandons the individual to the play of random forces. Obviously Norris 
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cannot accept the reconciliation of Christian dogma and evolutionary 

law; he asserts it but fails to believe in it. The contradictory nar

rative of Vandover and the Brute with its alternative insistence that 

Vandover is a free moral agent and a man doomed by heredity and chance 

shows that Norris could not reconcile biological determinism with a 

morality that calls for the freedom of the will. The consequence is 

that the essential vision of the novel is one of a Calvinist predestina

tion in a world without God; men are grotesque puppets driven by a 

mechanistic and indifferent imiverse. Vandover's loss of religion 

damns him by removing him from tJie moral order to the mechanistic order 

of the natiaral world's meaningless determinism. 

The result of Vandover's lack of belief is that since he has 

guilt without the religious framework that alone can give it meaning, 

his fear of punishment transforms itself into a fear of nothing whatso

ever. Norris, anticipating much twentieth-centaury literature and 

philosophy, diagnoses Vandover's condition as existential malaise or 

anxiety. "He had all the sensations of terror, but without any assign

able reason, and this groundless fear became in the end the cause of a 

new fear; he was afraid of this fear that was afraid of nothing" (p. 

210). The meaninglessness of Vandover's moral guilt transforms it into 

a sense of metaphysical desolation. Meaninglessness estranges him from 

the world. "At first the room looked unfamiliar to him, then his own 

daily life no longer seemed recognizable, and finally, all of a sudden, 

it was the whole world, all the existing order of things that appeai'ed 

to draw off like a refluent life, leaving him alone, abandoned" (pp. 

211-212). Vandover's sense of estrangement is a consequence of his 



awareness that hvunan values have nothing to do with the world he lives 

in. In a world where men are randomly and grotesquely destroyed guilt 

and innocence are meaningless. Guilt and fear of punishment become 

abstract terror about nothing at all. Ultimately the grotesque in 

Vandover and the Brute has little to do with moral culpability; men are 

grotesque because they are driven by the meaningless forces around them. 

Vandover's transformation into a beast is in one sense the result of his 

life mirroring this consciousness of nothingness just as his art does, 

for at the end of the novel all he can paint are "Grotesque and 

meaningless shapes" (p. 177)„ The shapes reflect his perception of the 

world and his own condition as a helpless degenerate, diseased and 

apathetic. 

The collapse of himian values that destroyes Vandover affects 

Norris' description of morality throughout the novel. The original 

subtitle of the book was "A Study of Life and Manners in an American 

12 
City at the End of the Nineteenth Century." This aspect of the novel 

reveals the extent of Norris' nihilistic outlook. VJhat Norris' study 

of social mores shows is that the men and women who are more successful 

than Vandover in the struggle for social survival and business success 

are not necessarily examples of the triumph of the higher self so much 

as successful hypocrites. Instead of revealing modem social life as 

an example of the svibmissions of the lower self to rational control 

Norris portrays a society whose principle of existence is in no way 

12. James D. Hart, ed., A Novelist in the Making: A Collection 
of Student Themes and the Novels Blix and Vandover and the Brute 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1970), p. 3. 
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dLfferent from tJiat espoused by the passengers on the sinking Mazatlan: 

survival of the fittest. Norris' implicit answer to the evolutionary 

optimism of Fiske and Le Conte is a jungle-like picture of human 

society ruled by power and greed. Ironically, the grotesque bestiality 

of Vandover is nothing compared to the animal-like rapacity of those 

around him. His sins are those of the passions and show a pathetic 

lack of control; the sins of those around him, however, are crimes of 

cxmning and self-serving. 

Norris' emphasis on the survival of the fittest ethic that in

forms the novel is evident in the novel's structure, for Norris care

fully plots Vandover's decline by paralleling it with the rise to power 

of his best friend, Geary. The contrast indicates an evolutionary ethic 

distinctly non-spiritual; the weak are destroyed by the strong. From 

the novel's very beginning Geary's forceful personality dominates 

Vandover's pliable one. Finally, Geary helps destroy Vandover by 

cheating him out of valuable property he owns. Geary's superiority to 

Vandover has nothing to do with such terras as higher or lower self 

except in the sense that the successful person uses the cunning of 

reason to achieve his base designs. Geary succeeds precisely because he 

has a cunning kind of animal brutishness. Indeed he is far less sensi- • 

tive than Vandover and certainly less civilized. He has no interest in 

art. He is according to the narrator a "lynx" (p. 231). Moreover, 

Geary is grotesque. His preoccupation with himself is absurd. 

Throughout the novel he describes with relish the pettiest circum

stances of his life from the meals he eats to facts about his digestion. 

Because this ludicrous and awful self-preoccupation is socially 



respectable when connected to ambition and power Geary does not merit 

the kind of condemnation Vandover receives. But Geary's grotesquenss 

is far more awful than Vandover's for Geary is a devil. He is success

ful because he sees life with no moral illusions—only achievement 

matters. 

Geary is not the only example of social corruption among 

Vandover's friends. Dolly Haight and Turner Ravis exhibit a similar 

mixture of outward social respectability and inner corruption. Although 

Norris in his confused effort to present examples of free and wholesome 

individuals and thereby condemn Vandover for a failure of will portrays 

Haight and Ravis as images of moral and sexual integrity, he implicitly 

rejects his optimistic depiction. Haight despite his restraint from 

promiscuous behavior is well aware of the main chance. Deeply inter

ested in Turner Ravis though she is Vandover's girl, he is happy when 

he hears that something has separated them. Though he feigns sorrow to 

Ravis he is gleeful over defeating Vandover. Friendship is hardly as 

important as personal gain. Turner Ravis likewise betrays Vandover. 

After Ida Wade's death when Vandover is most in need of social support 

Turner refuses to have anything to do with him because his reputation 

is destroyed. Unaware of the irony of her words she hypocritically 

tells Vandover, "I know it looks as if I were deserting you when you 

were most alone in the world and had most need of someone to influence 

for the good. But Van, won't you be better now" (pp. 178-79). More 

concerned with her own reputation than Vandover*s spiritual need Turner 

reveals herself as a self-seeking moral bankrupt. Norris emphasizes the 

extent of her opportunism since at the novel's end she marries Geary. 



108 

The actions of Haight and Ravis like Geary's reveal a world in which 

morality has no place; men are little different than beasts. 

Norris' exposure of the corruptions of social life is not 

limited to Vandover's upper middle class circle but includes all levels 

of San Francisco life. Norris is intent on showing that there are no 

exceptions in terms of class to the pervasive corruption. For example 

one of the main blows that destroys Vandover is a result of Mr. Wade's 

lawsuit charging Vandover with the murder of his daughter. When asked 

to compromise on the amount of the suit, he argues, "it would seem like 

selling my daughter's honor . . . . I am a father. I have my feelings 

. . (p. 224). Ironically, this lower middle class gentleman does 

compromise because, as the narrator observes, he too has "ambitions" 

(p. 224). He dreams of owning a carpet cleaning establishment which he 

will purchase with the money. Grotesquely oblivious of his self-

deceit, he is willing to use his daughter's death for financial gain. 

Norris completes his grotesque picture of a society devoted to money 

and power in his description of Vandover's oppression by the working 

class people who rent one of Geary's bungalows. Vandover, reduced to 

the role of cleaning man, is berated for doing a sloppy job. While 

watching his mother abuse Vandover, a child of one of the workers 

likewise begins to taunt Vandover to the amusement of his parents who 

see this brutality as an example of real cleverness and business sense. 

The novel ends with the child standing above Vandover and staring into 

his eyes while he cleans the floor on his hands and knees. Obviously 

the child is tasting his first triumph in the struggle for survival. 

Norris' portrait of corruption is so total that not even children are 
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innocent in the evolutionaxy struggle. Clearly the "brute" is every

where. Vandover's grotesqueness is not an isolated instance of moral 

failing but representative of an entire society that is an amalgam of 

the lower self's brutishness and the higher self's cunning. 

Vandover and the Brute is a naturalist novel confusedly written 

as a moralistic tract. Norris' failure to p\±)lish the book might 

indicate his realization that it is marred by its split between freedom 

13 
and determinism. He also might have felt that in his second book, 

McTeague, he wrote the natxiralist novel buried in Vandover and the 

Brute. The contrast between the ejcplicit naturalism of McTeague and 

the confused outlook of Vandover and the Brute shows Norris' increasingly 

pessimistic view of man and social life. In Vanodver and the Brute 

Norris evades the naturalist implications of his writing by having his 

narrator berate Vandover for failing to exercise will power. Norris 

tries to present Vandover's degeneration as a punishment for failing to 

be human. The grotesque is, therefore, in that novel supposedly the 

exceptional. In contrast, in McTeague Norris ej^licitly depicts a 

world in which all distinction between the civilized and brute is erased 

and violence has become habitual. In such a world the grotesque is the 

normal. In contrast to Vandover and the Brute, in McTeague Norris does 

not attempt to establish any moral norm; such supposedly ideal charac

ters as Turner Ravis and Dolly Haight find no repetition in McTeague. 

* 

13. Note: As James D. Hart observes in his introduction to 
Vandover and the Brute Norris himself was dissatisfied with the work 
and felt it needed much polishing. 
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But Norris for all his avowed naturalism in McTeague inescapably 

reveals his continual entrapment by the schizoid elements of his 

vision. Although his portrait of the grotesque McTeague emphasizes the 

powerful forces of heredity and environment, Norris also speaks of 

McTeague's "better self" as a force for spiritual development. Ob

viously Norris does not fully want to reject the notion of freedom and 

the hope of evolutionary development. But while elements of the con

fused thinking that marks Vandover and the Brute reappear in McTeague 

Norris is, on the whole, much more explicitly pessimistic in the latter 

novel. One example of this increased pessimism is exemplified in 

McTeague's view of evolution. McTeague's degeneration is, unlike 

Vandover's the outcome not of a move down the evolutionary ladder but 

of a move up it; in an ironic reversal of Le Conte, McTeague's destruc

tion is set in motion by the very forces that civilize him and strength-

14 
en what Norris calls his "better self." Obviously Noms is aware 

that Le Conte's distinction between brute and an ever evolving "better 

self" is too simplistic an explanation of the problem of human evil. 

Norris' rejection of evolutionary optimism is evident in his 

physical description of McTeague. In contrast to Vandover, whose 

grotesqueness is mainly an aspect of his fits of lycanthropy, McTeague 

is a physical grotesque, a caricature of Neanderthal man. He incon

gruously combines the attributes of the primitive and the modem even 

in his profession of dentist; he occasionally' substitutes his powerful 

14. Frank Norris, McTeacrue (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 
Doran, 1928), p. 27. Note: all further references to the pages of 
this edition will be in parentheses. 
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fingers for forceps in extracting teeth. Norris' description empha

sizes McTeague's animal heritage: 

. . . McTeague was a yoimg giant carrying his huge shock of 
blond hair six feet three inches from the ground; moving his 
immense limbs, heavy with ropes of muscles, slowly, ponder
ously. His hands were enormous, red and covered with a fell 
of stiff yellow hair; they were hard as wooden mallets, strong 
as vices, the hands of the old-time car boy .... His head 
was square-cut, angular; the jaw salient, like that of the 
camivora. 

McTeague's mind was as his body, heavy, slow to act, 
sluggish .... Altogether he suggested the draft horse, 
immensely strong, stupid, docile, obedient (p. 3). 

By making McTeague's grotesgueness physical Norris suggests that it is 

inescapable. No matter how seemingly civilized McTeague becomes in the 

course of the novel the reader cannot forget his grotesgueness. Because 

every character in the book is tained by some perversity or other 

McTeague's grotesque appearance becomes the symbol of man's inability 

to rid himself of a brutal lower self. 

However, a study of the use of the grotesque in McTeague shows 

that for Norris even the naturalist account of human evil as a vestige 

of man's animal heritage is inadequate. The grotesque McTeague is a 

character who poses a question about man's being the answer to which 

fundamentally transcends the easy solutions of the naturalistic chain 

of causation with its reliance on heredity and environment, though this 

aspect of naturalism is present. In the grotesque spiritual drama that 

is McTeague Norris reveals the essentially metaphysical and religious 

nature of his naturalism's scientific basis. The archetypal McTeague, 

who wanders into Death Valley driven by his animalistic sixth sense, 

enters a desert which is the boiandary of life itself. McTeague's 
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grotesqueness and inexplicable actions seem to represent a combination 

of the animal and the civilized in a whole new order of creature who 

inhabits a land of neither the living nor the dead. What Norris sug

gests by this and other grotesque images is the superficiality of any 

scientific account of human experience. 

The superficiality of the supposedly scientific, naturalist 

account of man is evidenced by the very imagery of naturalism. The 

common denominator for a great vareity of naturalism's Darwinian meta

phors is man as beast; man is reduced to a creatiire denuded of spiritu

ality and subject only to the laws of physics and biology. These 

metaphors represent not simply an artistic ploy but a philosophic 

assumption. The problem, as Malcolm Cowley points out, is that these 

metaphors provide an inadequate picture of what man is. For, whatever 

might be said of man, always something more can be added that both 

contradicts and transcends any given definition. Terms such as "force," 

"chemism," and "brute" continually reduce the organism to a simpler 

place in the biological timetable, and only a shadow of man is often the 

result of naturalist description. The whole vast pseudo-scientific 

jargon of the naturalist universe collapses in the presence of any 

actual man because naturalism gives only a backward account of 

Darwinian evolution; in moving from man to ape it forgets that the 

evolutionary process has been a movement from the ape to man. And in 

this linear concept of evolution, Cowley concludes, science cannot 

15 
explain the development of human consciousness. Nor, one might add 

15. Malcolm Cowley, "Not Men; A Natural History of American 
Naturalism," Kenyon Review, 9 (1947), 418. 
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to Cowley's remarks, hvraian evil. Certainly neither man's consciousness 

nor his evil are simply ape-like. 

Norris in McTeague recognizes the incongruity between the human 

and the animal stages of existence. Norris' use of the grotesque in 

McTeague reveals his apprehension that human evil is so demonic and 

perverse that it is utterly divorced from nature. Though the 

grotesque in McTeague relies confusedly on atavism to explain man's 

corruption, Norris also repeatedly implies that human grotesqueness has 

its real source in the unique creature man has become. Man for Norris 

represents a whole new order of being fundamentally different from all 

the orders below him. A consequence of his unique position is that he 

is no longer natiaral. Man's distinction from the natural is demon

strated ip McTeague's murder of Trina. Norris has us experience it 

through the consciousness of a cat. The irony is that the cat, sup

posedly a creature of a lower order of being than man, is "wildly 

terrified, his eyes bulging like brass knobs" (p. 375) while McTeague 

with methodical madness beats Trina to death. Human violence is so 

outside the range of the natural that even using animal metaphors to 

describe it is a lie. The McTeague who gnaws Trina's fingers in 

sadistic pleasure and the Trina who gets a perverse satisfaction from 

it are creatures who are outside the bounds of the naturel. To be 

precise, McTeague and Trina do not retrogress to the animal level; they 

are iinderstandable only as corruptions of the' human. If the grotesque 

is a corruption of the human, then evil has little to do with evolu

tionary biology. What makes McTeague grotesque is that he is neither 

an animal brute nor an ideally rational man, but something in between 
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that plainly should not function but does. As Jennings observes, the 

grotesque creature is rationally inexplicable.^^ McTeague and the 

other grotesques in the novel are monsters that have no place on the 

evolutionary ladder because they are separated from the animal 

creation and distinct from our ideal conception of the human. 

Norris, despite his repeated atten^sts to rationalize evil as 

man's animal inheritance, cannot evade his sense that the demonic in man 

is supra-rational. As a consequence, while offering the conventional 

naturalistic explanation that man's excesses are caused by his primi

tive vestiges, he suggests that man's grotesqueness can only be 

ej^lained in religious terms. The naturalist explanation of evil is an 

inadequate metaphor for such doctrines as original sin and predestina

tion. Though Norris attributes the destruction of McTeague and Trina 

to a naturalist biology that manipulates its human pawns his insistent 

use of biblical imagery implies that naturalism might well be a metaphor 

for the predestinating God of Puritanism who dooms a depraved mankind. 

Since Norris is able neither to believe in such a God nor to accept 

Fiske and Le Conte's biological interpretation of Christianity, his use 

of the religious metaphors of his Calvinist heritage indicate his fatal

istic view of man. What condemns men, according to Norris, is that they 

sin without the possibility of redemption because belief in a personal 

God is no longer possible. Men by rejecting the existence of the divine 

can only live in a naturalist universe that condemns them inescapably 

because they are not completely natural and therefore cannot hope for a 

16. Jennings, p. 10. 
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naturalistic salvation through evolution. McTeague like Vandover and 

the Brute postulates a spiritual wasteland where man's failure to 

experience spirituality damns him to grotesgueness. 

Norris' view of human evil seems, at first glance, typically 

naturalistic. The Darwinian struggle for survival is continued in 

civilized society. Certainly many of the novel's similes and metaphors 

associate the animal with the human. McTeague is often described as 

animal-like, simian. While fighting Marcus he is "a woionded elephant" 

whose sounds are "no longer human" but "an echo from the jungle" (p. 

182). Zerkow, the miserly junk dealer, is described as a "lynx" (p. 

43) . But this grotesque identification of the hioman and the animal 

with its atavistic implications is only one aspect of Norris' outlook. 

Norris' conception of human grotesgueness is based not only on his sense 

of what men share with animals but also one's perception of man's utter 

alienation from the animal order. 

Norris demonstrates man's grotesque uniqueness by his analysis 

of man's transformation of natural instincts. For example, one of the 

main themes of McTeague is the struggle for survival, a common enough 

naturalist topic. But in terms of Norris' view of the grotesque as a 

perversion of the natural, this natural function is often transformed 

into its grotesque equivalent in civilized life: greed and wanton 

violence. Hvmian violence and greed have little to do with the problem 

of survival. Norris' portrait of the greedy man or miser shows him 

seeking wealth not for its utility but as an end in itself. Violence, 

similarly, is often divorced from all utility and becomes sadism or 

masochism. In McTeague acts of senseless violence and greed occur 



repeatedly and the invariable result of these perversions is death. 

Both McTeague and Marcus Schouler die in the desert out of greed; Trina 

goes mad and is murdered because of her greed; and Zerkow kills his 

wife, Maria Macapa, and himself from greed. Norris' portrait of a 

society driven mad by greed and the love of violence is so pervasive 

that hardly a single character escapes from an imputation of grotesque-

ness because of these two qualities. What Norris' vision suggests is 

that the very nature of man causes a corruption of natural needs. 

The extent to which the human version of the struggle for sur

vival is altogether different from the animal one is exemplified in a 

grotesque episode in Which Norris contrasts a fight between Schouler's 

dog and a stray with the violent desires of the human onlookers. The 

fight between the dogs begins with their snarling and circling as 

though to attack. Norris at this point suggests the typical naturalist 

simile by having Mrs. Baker observe gleefully, "Those two dogs hate 

each other just like hiomans .... They'll fight sure" (p. 169). But 

instead of fighting both dogs after going through the motions of attack 

withdraw. Unlike men, the dogs refrain from violence since their 

survival is not at issue. In contrast, men desire violence for its own 

sake. The relatively peaceful encounter of the dogs enrages the 

watching htunan audience. Trina watching from a window exclaims dis

gustedly, "Well, I never! . . . The way those two dogs have been 

carrying on you'd a thought they woulda just torn each other to pieces 

when they had the chance, and here I'm wasting the whole morning" (p. 

171). Maria Macapa, meanwhile attempts to force the fight by shouting 

"Sick'im, sick'im" (p. 171). Schouler's reaction is even more violent. 
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Angry at his dog's behavior, he yells "I'll cut him in two with a whip 

... I will, I will, I say I will for a fact. If he won't fight, he 

won't eat. I'm going to get the butcher's bull pup and I'll putum both 

in a box and shakiam up. I will for a fact, and I guess Alec will fight" 

(p. 171). Schouler's idea of mixing the dogs in a bag is an example 

of the ingenuity of reason in making human violence as sadistic as it 

is. Since the brutal encounter between Schouler and McTeague occurs in 

the chapter that directly follows the meeting of the dogs, Norris' 

distinctions between human and animal violence is further reinforced: 

the dogs have the self control McTeague and Schouler lack. What is 

particularly grotesque about the human reaction to the dogs' unwilling

ness to fight is that the violence of the onlookers is ludicrously out 

of proportion to its cause in the dogs' behavior. As the dogs become 

more peaceful, the onlookers become more enraged in their disappoint

ment. But this reaction is also terrible for it discloses the extent 

of the hiiman love of violence for its own sake. 

The distinction between animal behavior and human behavior is 

developed by the novel's association of violence with greed and often 

sexuality. Certainly greed is the novel's main source of the grotesque. 

This aspect of the novel is so paramount that Eric Von Strohheim in his 

motion picture version of McTeague used the title "Greed." Norris' 

study of greed stresses its utter unnaturalness. He anticipatec later 

psychoanalytic studies by seeing in the behavior of many of his 

grotesque characters a conplex association between greed, sexuality. 
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17 
and sado-masochism. The development of thxs theme is exeitplified in 

the marriage of McTeague and Trina, and Zerkow and Maria Macapa. Greed 

is, in fact, responsible for the destruction of McTeague and Trina's 

marriage and their mutual degradation and death. 

Trina's hoarding begins almost immediately after her marriage. 

At first, she thinks it is a good fault since it shows a sense of 

orderliness; it is, after all, a bourgeois virtue. But with her winning 

the lottery her need to save is increased to madness; she finds that the 

main drive in her life is not spending her winnings. Besides hoarding 

whatever pocket money she manages to get from McTeague, Trina begins to 

cut down on her expenses. When McTeague is forced to abandon his career 

and drift from job to job, instead of using the money to help them live, 

she insists on cheaper and cheaper accomodations and fewer pleasures. 

The result is their brutalization. Her constant haggling over money 

and her insistence that they eat cheap food and that McTeague abandon 

his recently acquired higher tastes drives him to alcohol as an escape 

from his miserable life. Gradually Trina's appearance changes as her 

hoarding circumscribes her life to a routine of earning and saving 

money. She does not wash or clean herself or their apartment. More

over, her miserliness makes it impossible for McTeague to save his 

career since she refuses to consult lawyers in an effort to restore 

McTeague's license because they might threaten her money. Finally, 

after McTeague leaves her she gets brain fever not because of his 

17. Note: A discussion of these issues of particular interest 
can be found in Norman O. Brown's Life Against Death: The Psycho
analytic Meaning of History (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University 
Press, 1966). 



desertion but because McTeague steals all the money she has saved from 

her weekly allowance. When McTeague returns to her half starved and 

begs for money she refuses him, though she knows she should offer to 

help him. She even refuses to aid her impoverished parents. In a rage 

becaiise of her refusing him McTeague kills her. 

Norris' description of Trina's growing grotesqueness links her 

greed with both sexuality and violence. Trina's miserliness becomes 

maniacal as she discovers McTeague's increasing lack of interest in her. 

As she becomes bored with the marriage she feels an increased need to 

love and be possessed. Trina sublimates her intense need to love and be 

possessed by possessing: gold becomes a sexual value for her. Since 

it can only be accumulated by hoarding, that is, by denying oneself the 

pleasures it can buy, greed and masochism reinforce each other and 

sexuality becomes identified with pain. Trina's identification of 

sexuality with pain is exemplified by the perverse enjoyment she gets 

from McTeague's gnawing on her fingers. After McTeague leaves her, 

Trina's identification of gold with sexuality culminates in her 

grotesquely lying naked in bed covering her body with gold coins. She 

has become possessed by her possession; she sees her gold as lover. 

This perverse mimicking of natural sexual relations shows Trina's 

alienation from nature. She is unable to distinguish the animate from 

the inanimate: for her god is a living being with the potency to give 

her sexual satisfaction. 

This grotesque association of violence, sex, and greed is re

peated in the Zerkow-Maria Macapa siib-plot that foreshadows events in 

McTeague and Trina's marriage. Maria Macapa, the maid in McTeague's 
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apartment building, tells Zerkow the junkman about a set of gold plates 

her family once owned. Although the narrator hints that the whole story 

is a result of madness, Zerkow is soon obsessed with the story of the 

plates. He asks Macapa to marry him so that he may continually hear 

the story. After the marriage Macapa during her pregnancy has a brain 

fever that causes her to forget the story of the plates. Zerkow 

thinking her refusal to repeat the story means she is secretly hoarding 

the go~d begins to beat her and finally kills her and himself in despair 

at not finding the gold. Zerkow, anticipating Trina, is driven mad by 

his miserliness and obsession with gold. His greed has so twisted him 

that he, like Trina, mistakes the inanimate for the animate: his wife 

comes to represent the gold he seeks and his marriage represents his 

attempt to possess it. The narrator observes that the result of the 

marriage is a scrawny child that dies soon after birth. Evidently the 

perversion of natural sexuality declares itself in an unnatural issue. 

Norris' study of the desperate pursuit of gold and i ·ts accom

panying violence and perverse sexuality cannot be explained by any 

naturalist scheme of causation. The irrational behavior of Trina and 

Zerkow clearly has nothing to do with the animal need for food, 

shelter, and warmth. Trina and Zerkow don't seek gold for the power it 

brings but for itself and Norris is not being symbolic and suggesting 

that gold represents commodities. The opposite is the case. In fact, 

Zerkow as a junkman is a kind of modern alchemist who, ironically, 

turns junk, that is, once usable things, into gold which is useless 

because he hoards it. 
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The value of gold is paradoxically its ultimate tiselessness. 

Because its value is not literal but symbolic man can arbitrarily create 

its worth by ascribing to it power it does not possess in itself. As a 

consequence of this symbolic power gold can be irrationally valued. For 

example, Trina's $5,000 is not a representation of buying power for her, 

but a siom that is "sacred and inviolable" (p. 123) . It is a virtual 

God. Norris' insistence that man irrationally values gold without any 

thought of its use is a repeated theme of the novel and emphasizes 

man's grotesqueness. The novel's final grotesquerie is the ludicrous 

and terrible battle of Schouler and McTeague in the middle of Death 

Valley over Trina's gold that is worthless to both of them since they 

are hopelessly trapped by the desert. Clearly human greed's basic 

irrationality is scientifically inexplicable in tems of the evolu

tionary stages of development. 

Norris' pessimistic view of man leads him to reject the whole 

notion of evolutionary development. He shows that even those who are 

physically not grotesque and seemingly higher on the evolutionary ladder 

are little more than beasts; the adept at the struggle for survival may 

be the fittest but they are not necessarily the most human and civil

ized. Just as Norris couples the grotesque Vandover with a seemingly 

more civilized Geary, likewise is the grotesque McTeague coupled with 

the suave Marcus Schouler. The irony in both novels is that the 

civilized and more successful double is always more vicious than the 

grotesque, naturalistic brute. That the name Schouler is derived from 

the German "Schul" meaning school indicates that Schouler is an educated 

animal and thus more civilized than McTeague. But Schouler's 



civilization is a sham. He is uncontrollably violent, and almost knifes 

McTeague at one point when overcome by anger. He constantly gets 

excited and loses control of his speech until it becomes a gibberish of 

the hackneyed and worn out phrases he has picked up at ward meetings 

and from the newspapers, phrases he repeats without understanding. He 

is a poser and hypocrite. He pretends to make a great sacrifice for 

his friendship with McTeague by giving up Trina whom he doesn't really 

love only to become infuriated when he realizes he will lose the money 

Trina wins. Norris' description of him though not physically grotesque 

does suggest a certain grotesqueness: Schouler is a kind of puppet 

driven by his passions and need to make an impression. 

Despite his grotesqueness and obvious stupidity, Schouler is 

moderately successful; he does manage to begin a career at the ward 

level and is cunning enough to benefit from some political "kick-backs." 

Obviovisly what Schouler is schooled in is self-aggrandizement. Because 

he is more cimning than McTeague Schouler stands above him in terms of 

sophistication and civilized accomplishments. Norris symbolically 

represents this superiority by having Schouler live above McTeague's 

office. Once McTeague and Schouler argue over whether Schouler should 

come down to talk to McTeague or whether McTeague should ascend the 

stairs for the conversation. This image of McTeague on the bottom 

stair yelling to Schouler above him is suggestive of the evolutionary 

ladder and McTeague and Schouler's respective places on it. What is 

ironic about this image, however, is that the evolutionary ladder ends 

only in a more advanced and vicious beast like Schouler, whose civilized 
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appearance disguises the grotesqueness of his soul. He too like 

McTeague is a perverse Mxture of the human and the beast. 

If the bottom of the evolutionary ladder is no different from 

the top except in the development of a more sophisticated viciousness 

and perversity, man's grotesqueness cannot be accounted for biologically 

as a vestigial characteristic that disappears as man evolves. On the 

contrary, since Schouler is higher on the ladder of evolutionary 

development than McTeague and surprisingly more vicious, the opposite 

would seem the case; men become more perverse as they develop and only 

a superficial urbanity disguises their underlying grotesqueness. 

Norris' sense that civilization is a kind of disguise of man's 

grotesqueness accounts for his rejection of the realist mode of depic

tion. For Norris, realism, for all its accuracy, is still only a 

"geometrical plane, without dimension and depth, a mere outside. 

•Realism is very excellent so far as it goes, but it goes no further than 

the realist can actually see, or actually hear. Realism is minute; it 

is the drama of a broken teacup, the tragedy of a walk down the block, 

the excitement of an afternoon call, the adventure of an invitation to 

18 
dinner." This is not to say that Norris completely rejects the 

realistic approach. The images of Polk Street and its noises, and 

Norris' careful attention to the details of dentistry present at times 

an almost photographic sense of the minutiae of common life. For Norris 

does not reject realism's premise that there is a seemingly uneventful 

18. Frank Norris, "A Plea for Romantic Fiction," in The 
Responsibilities of the Novelist (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, Doran, 
1928), pp. 164-165. 



flow or rhythm to hviman experience; he argues that the task of the 

artist is, however, to move beyond this rhythm and to analyze its 

19 
components. The result of such an investigation for Norris is the 

discovery that the average often hides the grotesque. 

What Norris sees himself doing is writing not realistic novels 

so much as romances for "to Romance belongs the wide world for range, 

and the unplumbed depths of the human heart, and the mystery of sex, 

and the problems of life, and the black, lonsearched penetralia of the 

20 
soul of man." Although this definition of Romance deals only with 

subject matter, both Vandover and the Brute and McTeague show that 

Norris is not interested in mere accuracy of details. His use of 

symbols is often so abstract as to be expressionistic. Because his view 

of the world is an extreme one that sees human grotesqueness as an 

expression of an almost cosmic-like chaos, only in romance's suspension 

of probability can he penetrate realism's disguising of disorder by its 

limitation to the average in ejiperience. As a consequence Norris' work 

reflects both realistic depiction and romantic exaggeration for he is 

interested in the merging of the usual and familiar with the unusual and 

strange that make up the grotesque. 

Norris' desire to arrive at a true picture of man that would 

strip away the disguises of civilization results in his fantastic 

portrait of the primitive dentist who is half-man and half-beast, a 

figure out of medieval allegory. But if McTeague is exaggeratedly 

19. Norris, "A Plea for Romantic Fiction," pp. 164-168. 

20. Norris, "A Plea for Romantic Fiction," pp. 167-168 



dravm, he is also meant to be identifiably human. As his personality 

develops under Trina's tutelage, one is sympathetic to McTeague's little 

dream of having a successful son. For McTeague is two people at once, 

the man-beast whose violence can be terrifying, and the gentle dentist 

whose ears Trina playfully pulls. He is at times, Norris suggests, a 

creature whose possibilities are tragically thwarted. He can symbolize 

perverse violence and the gentleness that Whitman sees as animal 

placidity and self-content. He fmctions therefore as a measure of 

human potential and human failure and to do so effectively Norris endows 

him with a degree of abstractness that prevents full human individual

ization. Like Yank in O'Neill's expressionist drama that is sur

prisingly similar to McTeague, The Hairy Ape, McTeague is a type-man. 

If the reader is never altogether at ease with McTeague that is Norris' 

intention. McTeague's grotesqueness is a representation of the forces 

in man that are too powerful and too dangerous to be dismissed as the 

accidental traits that only drive some men. It is essential for Norris 

to insist on their universality and for him that means the use of 

allegory and symbolism instead of an exclusively realist mode of de

piction. 

This rejection of realism is demonstrated in Norris' two other 

markedly grotesque symbols, McTeague's great gold tooth and his bird 

cage. Though both these symbols are heavy handed they do serve to 

structure the complex associations the novel is bxiilt on and remind the 

reader of man's grotesqueness. The grotesque giant gilded tooth is a 

portmanteau symbol that brings together in a single image the primiti-

vism of the jungle and the gold standard of the Industrial or Gilded 



Age. Suggesting as it does interconnections between animal rapacity 

and human greed, its appearance outside McTeague's dental parlors is an 

ironic comment on the kind of success his mother had planned for him. 

What she sees as a rise in life above the level of mere survival only 

results in a more brutal struggle for survival than McTeague has ever 

known. The tooth, symbol of McTeague's success in rising above a 

primitive level of existence, becomes, with its reappearance on the door 

of a rival dentist, a sign of McTeague's defeat in the economic battle 

for survival. Furthermore, the tooth represents the ambiguity present 

in McTeague's grotesqueness. McTeague's grotesqueness symbolizes a 

merging of the animal and the human; the sybolic gilded tooth broadens 

this insight about man's nature in terms of the actions of a whole 

society: what is implied is that civilization's refinements are only a 

gilding over a world that is intrinsically brutal. But the tooth does 

not simply imply an analogy to animal life. Norris by exaggerating the 

size of the tooth so that it is grotesque implies an utter divorce 

between the .natural world and the hioman. The disparity between the gold 

tooth and any real tooth demonstrates that the human version of the 

natural struggle for survival makes man's social life far more brutal 

than animal life. 

The grotesque image of man and his civilization reflected in the 

gilded tooth is also associated with the gold bird in a gilded cage that 

McTeague continually carries. This bird symbolizes McTeague's "better 

self." As McTeague's behavior degenerates the bird becomes pro

gressively weaker until it dies in the battle between Schouler and 

McTeague in the desert. But the bird is only part of Norris' image of 



McTeague. The full image is of the simian McTeague holding the delicate 

canary in its cage and it is a grotesque image symbolizing the incon

gruous union of brute body and absurdly fragile soul. This picture of 

the massive McTeague holding a tiny bird images the imprisonment of 

McTeague's soul by his body and lower self. The image reminds the 

reader of Norris' description of McTeague's sexuality "tugging at its 

chain," a chain that is "knitted to his flesh" just as the caged canary 

is inseparable from McTeague (p. 29). But the bird which is the image 

of McTeague's soul is chained by more than McTeague's body. The bird 

is also trapped by its gilded cage. The implication is that the soul 

is trapped by both the beast-like body and civilization itself, the 

"gilded" cage or rather Gilded Age. The cage, an instrument to contain 

animal wildness, is a metaphor for civilization which is like a cage in 

its supposed denial of the primitive in social intercourse. But the 

cage, like that other symbol of civilization, the great tooth, is gilded 

over. Clearly, the gilding on both tooth and cage represent civiliza

tion's superficial culture and refinement, a veneer over a brutal 

economic struggle. If the gilded cage that represents civilization 

offers a potential for increased humanity as shown by McTeague's growth, 

it also restores and perverts the primitive conditions of natural 

survival. The symbol of the golden tooth and the caged canary serve to 

reinforce each other in suggesting the grotesque image both of man and 

his civilization. 

Norris' grotesque neo-ejipressionist symbols with their sug

gestion that man is a strange amalgam of animal and human are only one 

aspect of his analysis of hximan grotesqueness. Because he is uncertain 
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about the use of any naturalist analogies that imply atavism as an 

explanation of man's grotesqueness and evil, Norris frequently connects 

naturalist analogies with Biblical ones. What is ironic, however, is 

that the world Norris portrays is a spiritual wasteland in which there 

is no possibility for the spiritual life. Consequently these Biblical 

myths represent a vision of man's inescapable grotesqueness. If man's 

grotesqueness is simply the result of the incongruous union of the beast 

and a more evolved creature one can imagine as Fiske and Le Conte do 

the possibility of further evolution to spiritualize man. But if, as 

Norris seems to imply by his Biblical imagery, man is in his very nature 

evil and utterly unlike any other creature, then he is truly grotesque 

because he is unnatural. Norris' use of Biblical imagery to describe 

man's condition shows that he sees man as outside the natural scheme, 

a scheme whose essential nature is one of cause and effect. Man's 

evil is, however, despite Norris' occasional arguments . to the contrary, 

totally grotesque and causally therefore inexplicable. All of Norris' 

detailed accounts of Trina and McTeague•s heredity and environment 

collapse before the recognition of the demonic his Biblical imagery 

reveals. Norris' conception of man as composed of a primitive brute and 

a moral better self ultimately has little to do with the biological 

Chain of causation. This concept of human duality has a supra-natural 

level that explains man's being not in terms of heredity and environ

ment, but as an unalterable curse whose origin is tthe race itself. 

Norris' animal imagery is more Biblical than naturalistic in its meaning. 

Man's likeness to animals is a sign of his condemnation in sin not the 

cause of his sin. 
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Norris' awareness of man's imique status is indicated by the 

peculiar euphemism he uses to characterize man's state. Early in the 

novel the reader is told that Schouler has a "knowledge of the diseases 

of domestic animals" because of his work in a veterinary clinic (p. 13). 

This understanding of "diseased domestic animals" allows him to track 

McTeague, whose devices to elude detection derive from both animal 

instinct and human cunning. Man is, according to Norris, a "diseased 

domestic animal" because of his strange amalgam of brute and "better 

self." For Norris the origin of this disease is neither man's animal 

inheritance nor his supposed higher self but both together; he is by 

nature diseased. The sickness in man's nature cannot be traced to his 

animal self as though evil were a temporary or accidental condition soon 

outgrown by evolution. While talk of disease inplies the possibility 

of a state called health Norris' analysis of man as diseased offers no 

such hope; in McTeague no man is a healthy domestic animal. Whatever 

references tlie novel has to the victory of the higher self in man over 

the animal brute that would illustrate a healed human natxare are con

tradicted by the novel's developments. Ironically, reason and civiliza

tion suggest grotesgueness rather than diminish it. In McTeague evil 

is an inescapable aspect of being human. Despite Norris' discussions 

of McTeague's better self in the novel, his analysis of man's 

grotesquenss resembles the Calvinist doctrine of total depravity. For 

Calvin as well as most orthodox Christian theologians man is a disease 

without grace. What takes place in Norris is a kind of naturalist 

restatement of total depravity; this depravity is represented by all of 

the animal associations that comprise what Norris calls the brute. 
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Under the naturalist metaphor of the brute is concealed an Augustinian 

analysis of the will, one asserting that nothing causes the will's evil 

since the will itself is the sole cause of evil. 

That Norris is operating in a distinctly Biblical framework is 

evident from the Biblical echoes that appear throughout McTeague. In 

describing McTeague's first rush of passion, Norris' very phrasing is 

Biblical: "The vices and sins of his father and of his father's 

father, to the third and fourth and five hundredth generation, tainted 

him. The evils of an entire race flowed through his veins. Why should 

it be? He did not desire it. Was he to blame? But McTeague could not 

understand this thing. It had faced him, as sooner or later it faces 

every child of man ..." (p. 32). Obviously Norris does not view 

sexuality simply in naturalist terms as a powerful physiological drive. 

He reveals his puritanical background by seeing sexuality as an evil, 

a part of man that cannot be eradicated. Furthermore, human sexuality 

is for Norris not a biological function that connects man to the animal 

order but something that illustrates his estrangement from it. He sees 

man's sexuality as a reflection of man's irremedial grotesqueness. For 

Norris sexuality seems to almost represent the taint of a kind of 

original sin and God's consequent judgment on man. 

For Norris man's sexuality is the unmistakable sign of his 

entrapment to his lower self. Although Norris uses the language of Le 

Conte to describe McTeague and Trina's struggle with their sexuality as 

one between a lower and a higher self he rejects any notion of self 

mastery; the struggle is perfunctory. Men are the grotesque puppets of 

a sexuality that operates like a demonic force to destroy them. In 



McTeague Norris attempts a modem retelling of the myth of the Fall in 

which sexuality is the demonic serpent that leads men to destruction. 

The preconscious McTeague is displaced from a simple environment in 

which he can function by being brought to self-consciousness by a woman. 

This new state of consciousness, causing as it does an involvement with 

the complexities of modern urban life, eventually destroys both him and 

his wife. Unlike the archetypal story of Adam and Eve this story has 

no promise of the fall being fortunate. Spiritual growth is short

lived and there is no redeemer. The knowledge of good and evil leads 

to death. 

McTeague at the novel's beginning has managed to achieve a life 

that allows for the satisfaction of primitive sensual needs to eat, 

drink, and sleep while not taxing his limited mental abilities. He has 

managed to reconcile his primitive nature with his modern occupation as 

his grotesque mixture of the machine drill and his use of thumb and 

forefinger for extraction shows. But this reconciliation of the 

primitive and the modern is precarious. McTeague preserves his world 

by isolating himself from a society whose complexity would destroy him. 

The life of busy Polk St. passes him by as he contentedly watches its 

traffic from his window. He discovers in the flow of the street a 

natural rhythm to direct him. He lives his life following its pattern; 

weekdays are spent on dentistry, the noise of the street matched by the 

noise of his drill, while on Sundays when the' street is silent, McTeague 

spends his time eating, drinking, and sleeping. It is the violation of 

this primitive rhythm that destroys him and the origin of disruption 

is his awakened sexuality. 
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McTeague's encounter with the forces of his sexuality bring him 

for the first time into moral consciousness. Like Adam he is made aware 

of good and evil because he must choose something. Overcome by desire 

for Trina while she sits etherized in his office he manages to control 

himself. Norris observes that for the first time in his life he has 

distinguished right and wrong and used restraint. But this self con-

guest is only temporary; he must have Trina. His desires are ultimately 

unrestrainable. Ominously Norris sees McTeague "was like some colossal 

brute, -trapped in a delicate, invisible mesh, raging, exasperated, 

powerless to extricate himself" (p. 47). But this violation of the 

simple rhythm of his life is not altogether ominous. Like the Biblical 

fall temptation and sin bring with them a growth in human possibility. 

McTeague grows in self awareness. "His narrow point of view was at 

once enlarged and confused, and all at once he saw that there was some

thing else in life besides concertinas and steam beer" (p. 25). Para

doxically, McTeague's sexuality is the cause of his enslavement to his 

lower self and the source of his transformation into a higher self. 

Like Le Conte, Norris sees in the energy of the lower self the power to 

civilize man but his view of this energy is pessimistic. The primitive 

energy of man's sexuality damns him. 

Norris' association of sexuality with damnation is clearly seen 

in his presentation of Trina's sexual maturation. Like McTeague she is 

the victim of her lower sexual self. Norris contrasts the "innocent" 

and "infantile" appearance of her face from the sensual, almost jungle

like quality of her hair (p. 22). He suggests that the lower self 

predominates in her by observing that "All the vitality that should 



have given color to her face seemed to have been absorbed by this 

marvelous hair . . . [that was] heavy, abundant, odorous" (p. 22). 

Despite Norris' implying a duality between the higher and lower self 

in this contrast of face and hair, as though suggesting sexuality is a 

vestige from man's animal self, the imagery he uses to describe Trina's 

sexual maturation is Biblical, not naturalistic, and denotes man's 

estrangement from nature and his grotesqueness. For Norris sexuality 

is a force that destroys nature while damning man. The symbolism of 

Trina's sexual initiation emphasizes its utter unnaturalness. The 

cause of Trina's meeting McTeague is an accidental injury to her teeth. 

While swinging she falls out of her seat, hits her face on a rock, and 

knocks out a front tooth. Trina's fall from the swing and the conse

quent injury to her mouth are metaphors for her loss of virginity. Just 

as McTeague has lived in the rhythm of Polk Street Trina has likewise 

lived in the rhythm or swing of her innocence, and in falling from the 

swing she begins the sequence of events that will destroy the rhythm or 

natural motion of both her own and McTeague's life. The violation of 

nature that her fall implies is shown by Norris' symbolizing her loss 

of virginity as a disruption of nature's symmetry. Norris describes 

Trina in McTeague's dental office as leaning back in the chair and 

showing "the rows of little teeth, as white and even as the kernels on 

an ear of green corn, except there was an ugly gap come at the side" 

(p. 23). 

Norris by extending the analogy between Trina's loss of 

virginity and the loss of a tooth to include an imperfect ear of com 

implies that sexuality destroys the symmetry of the natural order of 
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things. Obviously for Norris human sexuality is a kind of blight that 

is a consequence not of normal physiological functioning but of disease. 

According to Norris human sexuality is demonic because it 

destroys freedom, making man a grotesque puppet of enigmatic forces. 

Norris illustrates this view by likening McTeague and Trina's fate to 

that of a mousetrap that snaps shut. Immediately after this image the 

narrator asks, "Did she choose him [McTeague] for better or for worse, 

deliberately, of her own free will, or was Trina allowed even a choice 

in the taking of that step that was to make or mar her lift? . . . 

Chance had brought them face to face, and mysterious instincts as un

governable as the winds of heaven were at work knitting their lives 

together. ... If they could have known, they would have shunned the 

fearful rush, but they were allowed no voice in the matter" (p. 70). 

Although this image of a mousetrap is a naturalistic one likening men 

to trapped mice the narrator's comments reveal how inadequate such a 

biological formulation is. The pseudo-scientific word "instincts" is 

qualified for they are "mysterious." Moreover, the whole examination of 

human sexuality as a kind of Fall from a prior innocence shows how aware 

Norris is of the uniqueness of man's condition. Human sexuality is 

grotesque because it is not natural. Although in place of the pre

destinating God of Puritanism, Norris attributes the Fall of his latter 

day Adam and Eve to a naturalist biology that works through human pawns, 

clearly Norris' naturalism is a metaphor for his Biblical sense of 

man's spiritual dislocation, and his entrapment by the forces of 

disorder. 
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Norris' use of Biblical allusions to characterize modern man's 

hopeless alienation and spiritual grotesqueness shows that he sees the 

origin of his pessimistic view in the modern world's loss of faith. As 

in Vandover and the Brute, the collapse of faith dooms man to a 

grotesque halfway place between beasts and men. Man's damnation is 

exemplified by the failure of McTeague's dream of a son. As McTeague 

comes under Trina's influence he begins to have ambitions and "very 

vague, very confused ideas of something better . . (p. 91). One of 

these ideas is that he and Trina will have a home of their own. Since 

there is a recurrent imagery of homelessness in the novel McTeague's 

dream is important for it indicates his growing consciousness of his 

spiritual needs. However, the most important sign of McTeague's 

spiritual growth is his dream of a son whose name he imagines would be 

Daniel. Daniel, one of the last of the Old Testament sages, is known 

for his interpretations of the dreams of Nebuchadnezzar, the king who 

is punished for disobedience to God by becoming a beast. In contrast 

to Nebuchadnezzar, who is mastered by the beast, Daniel enters the 

lions' den and is delivered for his righteousness and faith in God. 

Since McTeague is a grotesque half-man and half-beast, his dream of a 

son named Daniel expresses his aspiration for full humanity and the 

rejection of his brutal self. The irony of his wish is, of course, that 

he will have no son. Like Nebuchadnezzar McTeague is doomed to a 

spiritual barrenness that is reflected by his' grotesque animal-like 

appearance. Furthermore, since a modem Daniel would grow up in a 

wasteland he would lack the faith that saves the Biblical Daniel. 
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Consequently, man in the modern world is doomed to his grotesqueness 

and alienation from nature. 

As McTeague's grotesque part-human, part-animal appearance 

suggests, man is estranged from both the ideally human and the natural; 

he has no home in the world. Even before McTeague's involvement with 

Trina this inherent homelessness is always present in McTeague. One 

of McTeague's favorite pastimes is playing the concertina. His music 

consists of "six lugubrious airs [that] always carried him back to the 

times when he was a car-boy at the Big Dipper Mine in Placer County, 

ten' years before" (p. 6) . What is disturbing about this music is that 

it is "lugubrious," and his memories of the mine also invite visions of 

his father, who on "every other Sionday . . . became an irresponsible 

animal, a brute crazy with alcohol" (p. 6). Obviously Placer County 

is no more McTeague's home than Polk Street. iBut McTeague is not only 

dispossessed from the natural world, he is also divorced from the hioman 

one. During his engagement and after his marriage he sings "No one to 

love, none to caress, / Left all alone in this world's wilderness" (p. 

127). The song is strangely inappropriate to his condition but the 

loneliness of McTeague is incurable—it is the essence of the human 

condition. In the final chapters of McTeague Norris attempts to evade 

his demonic sense of man's grotesqueness by emphasizing McTeague's 

harmony with the primitive world that once has been his home. But 

this assertion of harmony is contradicted both throughout the novel and 

in its final chapters. Norris cannot escape his pessimistic outlook. 

Consequently, Norris ultimately abandons his attempt to perceive con

tinuity between the human and the natural. Instead, he uses the 



language of Biblical myth to account for McTeague's return to the 

primitive world. By supplanting his naturalist explanations that see 

man as a part of the world with Biblical ones he offers a vision of 

nature that is terrible—the world is a wasteland and hell in which 

man is condemned. 

At first Norris attempts to present McTeague's return to nature 

in Placer Comty as idyllic. McTeague is, according to Norris, finally 

in a place where he and the environment are in harmony. "The life 

pleased the dentist beyond words. The still, colossal mountains took 

him back again like a returning prodigal, and vaguely without knowing 

why, he yielded to their influence—their immensity, their enormous 

power, crude and blind, reflecting themselves in his own nature, huge, 

strong, brutal in its simplicity" (p. 387). The extent of McTeague's 

harmony with nature is such that he receives a "sixth sense" or animal 

instinct so that "he knew exactly where to look for these trails [to 

the mine]; not once did his instinct deceive him" (p. 380). But the 

note of primitivism that Norris strikes is an ambivalent one. Nature 

in Placer County is "a vast, unconquered brute of the Pliocene epoch, 

savage, s\illen and magnificently indifferent to man" (p. 293) . More

over, the very instinct that helps McTeague find his way back to nature 

leads him out of nature. The animal cunning that "roused his suspi

cion, that drove him out into the night a score of times between dark 

and dawn, his head in the air, his eyes and ears keenly alert" becomes 

an avenging fury that drives him into Death Valley, a place that is 

absolutely antithetical to the natural world—indeed no animals will 

venture into it except the snake, the Biblical symbol of evil (p. 390). 
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Certainly whatever McTeague's "sixth sense" is its origin is not simply 

nature. The instinct is a perversion of the animal instinct for self-

preservation for it dooms McTeague and is a symptom of his grotesque-

ness. 

What this instinct represents is the predestinating force of 

man's iniquity without grace. McTeague left to his own instincts can 

only estrange himself from the natural world. The description of Death 

Valley emphasizes how utterly alien it is to man. Death Valley "was 

abominable, this hideous sink of alkali: this bed of some primeval 

lake lying so far below the level of the ocean. The great mountains of 

Placer County had been merely indifferent to man; but this awful sink 

of alkali was openly and unreservedly iniquitous and malignant" (p. 

425), Death Valley is a hell that punishes men for their faithlessness 

and Norris shows this aspect of the place by his Biblical all\asions. 

His sentences echo the Biblical phraseology of punishment. The dentist 

"went forward again cautiously, almost feeling his way, like someone 

approaching a pit in darkness. He stopped again, hesitating, gnashing 

his teeth, clinching his fists with blind fury ... 'I can't go back'" 

(p. 416). What Norris is alluding to in the above reference to the pit 

is Daniel's being thrown into a pit of lions and also into a burning 

furnace. Unlike McTeague neither the lions nor the flames threaten 

him. In contrast, McTeague, guilty of the murder of Trina is driven 

into the burning pit of Death Valley and given over to the beast within 

himself. The second Biblical reference, that of "gnashing of teeth," 

has its soiHTce in Matthew and Luke- Repeatedly, these authors describe 

the fate of those who reject the word of God as being one like 
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McTeague's; like McTeague, the sinners who reject God weep and in their 

despair gnash their teeth. Perhaps the exact source of Norris' descrip

tion is Matthew 13:42 in its description of a day of judgment much like 

McTeague's fate in the furnace of Death Valley. "As the darnel, then, 

is gathered up and burnt, so at the end of time the son of man will send 

out his angels, who will gather out of his kingdom whatever makes men 

stumble, and all those whose deed are evil, and these will be thrown 

into the blazing furnace, the place of wailing and grinding of teeth" 

(13:40-43). McTeague's damnation, however, is not the work of any 

predestinating God. He is doomed because he is grotesque and his 

grotesqueness is an indication of the intrinsically irrational elements 

in his makeup. Norris, unable to characterize McTeague's grotesqueness 

only in naturalistic terms, appeals to a Biblical myth he no longer 

believes in because it alone can adequately account for man's perverse 

nature. If the immediate crime of McTeague is Trina's murder, the 

original crime is the sin of Adam, of flesh itself, the sin of the 

"brute" that is visited on "every child of man" (p. 32). According to 

Norris this sin is man's sexuality but its essence is man's nature as 

an irrational union of the human and the animal. 

Norris' use of the Bible continues into the very climax of 

McTeague and combines with his canary in the gilded cage symbol to form 

a single grotesque and prophetic utterance. In a terrifying parody of 

Jacob's wrestling with the stranger in the desert, McTeague and Marcus 

struggle over the gold that can be of no value to either of them. 

Unlike the Bible story in which Jacob's struggle ends with a conquest 

of the stranger and a blessing, Norris' final vision is of McTeague 
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handcuffed to the corpse of Marcus and surrounded by the "vast, 

interminable . . . measureless league of Death Valley" (p. 441). This 

image of McTeague chained to the dead Marcus is an ironic commentary on 

the meaning of the symbol of the simian McTeague who carries a caged 

canary. Incongruous as the dual image of McTeague and the canary is, 

McTeague's attachment to the bird and the culture and civilization it 

represents would seem to imply that his "better self" is a potent force 

in his life and represents the possibility of his spiritual evolution. 

However, the canary's replacement by the more civilized brute Marcus 

shows how pessimistic is Norris' view of McTeague's possibilities. 

McTeague is connected not to any "better self" but to a brute whose 

civilization and reason make him grotesque. The evolutionary ladder is 

a deception; man's grotesqueness is unalterable. 

Norris' rejection of any simple and optimistic view of evolution 

is a consequence of his belief in the unique status of man as a creature 

divorced from the natural order. Man's behavior cannot be ejqplained 

biologically hence Norris' appeal to Biblical nQ^th. But if Norris 

rejects evolutionary biology it is not for any spiritual view of man. 

Norris accepts the materialist basis modern biology implies. An 

important source of his view of man's grotesqueness is Norris' belief 

that man is only a thing no different from the inorganic chemical 

processes that brought him to life. As a result, as in Vandover and the 

Brute, many of Norris' grotesque images in McTeague are of man as a 

machine. For example, Trina's brother, Owgooste during McTeague and 

Trina's wedding grotesquely turns his head with a "continued and 

maniacal motion" in tune to "the persistent noise of sawing" that joins 
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the other noises of the street such as the rumbling of cable cars 

(p. 130). McTeague is likewise likened to a machine. During his 

murder of Trina his arms are compared to hammers. Trina too is seen as 

machine-like. After her beating by McTeague she dies "with a rapid 

series of hiccups that sound like a piece of clock work running down" 

(p. 290). This grotesque juxtaposition-and identification of the human 

and the mechanical is subtly reinforced by the narrator observing that 

Trina cannot rid the apartment of its chemical smells. The literal 

explanation of this detail is that the smells have their origin in both 

McTeague's use of chemicals for his practice and in the persistence of 

odors from the apartment's former occupancy by a photographer. But 

symbolically the persistence of these smells suggests the inability of 

Trina and McTeague to transcend the chemical origin of the race. What 

the above images imply is that the grotesque is inseparable from the 

human as mechanism and chemical thing. 

For Norris man's grotesque machine-like nature makes him a cog 

in a machine-like xiniverse that indifferently dooms him to destruction. 

Throughout McTeague fate is likened to the motion of a machine. For 

example, when McTeague and Trina first kiss a train roars past. What 

is suggested is that the forces at work in both characters are as 

relentless as a speeding train. A similar analogy is made when the toy 

steamer Owgooste tries to make work blows up despite his efforts to 

control it. The implication is that the working of man's fate is beyond 

his control. Likewise the lottery which awards Trina the fortune that 

causes the destruction of Trina, McTeague, and Schouler is seen by 

Norris as a "machine" (p. 114). In its indifferent bestowal of fortune 
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identification of fate and the machine that effectively illustrates 

Norris' view of man as an unfree grotesque is indicated by Trina's 

occupation of making little wooden animals for a toy Noah's ark. While 

Trina is skilled at making the animals she can't make the human figures. 

However, the reason Trina limits herself to making animals is that she 

can't "compete with the turning lathe, that could throw off whole 

tribes and peoples" (p. 107). What this remark expresses is the vast 

separation between individual power and the great forces of creation, 

forces that make men grotesque things that are "thrown off" carelessly. 

Moreover, Norris by showing that Trina does not make human figures for 

the toy ark indicates his pessimism about the possibility of man's 

salvation in a materialist universe. By making only animals Trina 

shows that man is caught at a primitive stage of existence and is \in-

able to rise to the level of a Noah, a man whose purity and faith can 

redeem both himself and a fallen creation. Like McTeague's dream of a 

son named Daniel that never comes to fruition, Trina's failure to 

create men discloses how thoroughly entrapped men are by their 

grotesquely perverse nature. In a world without God men are determined 

by the indifferent forces that doom them; they are hopelessly driven 

things. 

Norris, especially in the first half of the novel, attempts to 

evade his pessimistic presentation of man's grotesqueness by overly 

emphasizing the comic aspects of the grotesque. He seeks to deflate 

the demonic aspects of his novel by being deliberately satiric toward 

his characters as though to suggest that their lives and behavior are 
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and mocking. McTeague, for example, is repeatedly called "stupid" and 

this characteristic is demonstrated in many comic episodes. Once, 

McTeague gets frustrated buying tickets for a vaudeville show because 

the ticketman asks him whether he wants stage right or left. McTeague 

fails to understand and can only continually repeat Trina's request 

that he get seats not close to the orchestra. Finally, the ticket 

-vender in a rage berates McTeague for his stupidity and shoves a bunch 

of tickets at him. McTeague angrily replies "You can't make small of 

me" (p. 96). The juxtaposition of McTeague's overwhelming stupidity 

with his overinflated sense of dignity is comic. Another example of 

the novel's comic dimension is McTeague's placing a pool ball in his 

mouth as a feat of daring. McTeague chokes on the ball until he 

manages to pop it out. Both these instances of the comic with their 

almost slapstick dimension result in the deflation of McTeague as a 

serious character; the perverse and demonic elements in his personality 

are suspended because of the ludicrousness of his behavior. 

Norris' comic view is extended to his treatment of the whole of 

McTeague's social milieu. Norris implicitly suggests that this milieu 

is too low to merit serious consideration and invites the reader to 

identify with the condescending outlook of tlie narrator. The shallow

ness of life on Polk Street is exposed by the narrator's satiric view 

of its culture and values. For example, the narrator, observing that 

for McTeague "Home, Sweet Home" is an achievement of genius, ironically 

comments "art could go no further" (p. 82). Norris emphasizes the 

banality of Polk Street a great deal. The supreme moment at McTeague's 
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wedding feast is when Trina's uncle Oebermann delivers what the 

narrator calls an "oracular phrase" that Oebermann "has been meditating" 

on for hours: "'You have not lost a daughter but gained a son'" (p. 

137). Not only do the characters speak in cliches because of their 

ignorance; they also dramatize themselves in heroic terms in their self 

conceit. When Schouler vows to give up Trina for the sake of his 

friendship of McTeague the narrator's tone becomes mock-epic: "What a 

fine thing was the friendship between men! The dentist treats his 

friend for an ulcerated tooth and refuses payment; the friend recipro

cates by giving up his girl. This was nobility .... It was Damon 

and Pythias; it was David and Jonathan; nothing could ever estrange 

them. Now it was for life or death" (p. 49). The effect of these comic 

incidents and the narrator's ironic tone is to separate the reader who 

is neither stupid nor culturally deprived from the characters. The 

satiric Voice of McTeague diminishes any identification between reader 

and character. Instead of showing that men are by nature grotesques 

the comic banishes the demonic, making it a haphazard consequence of 

heredity and environment. 

But Norris' emphasis in the first half of the novel on the 

utter ludicrousness of his characters is in marked contrast to the 

novel's serious second half. The murder of Trina and Maria Macapa, 

McTeague's flight into Death Valley, and battle with Schouler are 

incidents that are managed very seriously. Certainly as McTeague grows 

in humanity his stature increases and Norris treats him with hardly a 

trace of satire. Instead of being a comic buffoon his grotesqueness 

represents the tragic condition of man caught between animal and angel. 
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This almost sudden abandonment of the comic for a view that is clearly 

demonic in its pessimism indicates Norris' inability to evade the 

terrible aspects of man's grotesqueness. Finally, comic deflation 

cannot overcome Norris' pessimistic view of man. 

Despite Norris' efforts to avoid a pessimistic outlook he 

provides a view of human nature that is strikingly modern. William 

O'Connor in his The Grotesque: An American Genre observes that for 

modem man the cehturies-old division of the spiritual and physical, 

normal and abnormal, just and unjust, moral and immoral have collapsed. 

O'Connor, quoting Thomas Mann, writes that the result is a rejection of 

the tragic and the comic for the grotesque style, which is the modem 

equivalent of the sublime. Since man is an absurd imion of incongruoias 

21 
elements, the grotesque is the only style faithful to reality. In 

terms of this definition of the modern grotesque, Norris' understanding 

of man reflects the modern view. Although his characters are often seen 

in dualistic categories of "brute" and "better self," animal and spirit, 

Norris' grotesques also reflect his realization that man is a unity, but 

he is afraid of the consequences of this view. The satiric elements in 

McTeague are a result of his attempting to disarm his own insight. But 

despite his evasions Norris is an example of a writer who gets caught 

by the very forces he hopes to rationalize away. 

21. O'Connor, pp. 4-5. 



HORRORS OF THE PRIMITIVE 

Jack London's use of the grotesque, like Norris' arises out of 

his awareness of man's encounter with meaninglessness. London's The Sea 

Wolf shows that the grotesque is derived from the realization that man 

is only a biological mechanism. For London, as for Norris, the destruc

tion of modern man's spiritual values because of nineteenth-century 

biological science causes the transformation of ethics into Darwin's 

survival of the fittest credo and erases all distinction between man 

and animal. London's grotesques suffer, like Norris' Vandover, from an 

awareness of tlie utter incongruity between human values and natural 

processes. As a consequence they are estranged from the world, other 

men, and themselves. However, London's outlook is contradictory. 

Although his writings emphasize primitivism and a materialist outlook, 

and, in consequence, are nihilistic, he continually tries to evade the 

implications of his work and assert a positive, idealistic philosophic 

viewpoint that unites the primitive and the spiritual. 

What makes The Sea Wolf of particular interest is that the 

novel represents London's attempt to achieve some kind of viable 

solution to these conflicts. London sees his novel's narrator, 

Humphrey Van Weyden, as undergoing, through an initiation at sea, a 

spiritual rebirth that allows him to reconcile matter and spirit, the 

primitive and the civilized. But Van Weyden is not a reliable narrator 

and the meaning of his re-education is ambiguous. Though Van Weyden 

tries to argue that his re-education represents a healthy blend of 

146 
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spirituality and materialism in contrast to the despairing determinism 

of his mentor, Wolf Larsen, what the novel actually shows is Van 

Weyden's progressive disillusionment with spiritual values and his 

increasing sense of despairing skepticism. Van Weyden becomes, like 

Wolf Larsen, a man caught between a wish for spiritual values and an 

obsessive sense that life is the meaningless action of biological laws. 

To both Van Weyden and Larsen materialism leads to self-alienation. 

Van Weyden's experience of himself as an animal thing driven by the 

laws of matter causes his self-estrangement and loss of freedom, 

making him, like Larsen, a grotesque personality. Despite London's 

view to the contrary. Van Weyden is not an example of the successful 

integration of idealism and materialism. In fact, the novel London 

finally wrote is far different from the optimistic one he envisioned. 

London saw The Sea Wolf as essentially affirmative, particularly 

in its second half in which Van Weyden is redeemed by love. He agreed 

to call the novel The Triumph of the Spirit, though he objected that 

such a title "seems to breathe a purpose, an advertisement of a 

preachment."^ But if he objected to the title's didacticism, it was 

not because he disagreed consciously with its meaning, for in an early 

letter to his publisher he distinguished between the two parts of the 

novel: "I elected to exploit brutality with my eyes open, preferring to 

do it through the first half and to save the second for something 

1. Jack London, "Letter to George P. Brett," 2 September 1903, 
Letters from Jack London, ed. King Hendricks and Irving Sheperd 
(London: Macgibben & Kee, 1966), p. 152. 
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2 better." That London was confused about the novel's ultimate meaning 

is evident because he suggested that the title The Sea Wolf replace the 

3 
one suggested by the publisher because it was "strong and brief." 

Certainly The Sea Wolf is an appropriate title because of Wolf Larsen's 

domination of the book, but it is a title for a different story that 

one about the supposed spiritual triiamph of Van Weyden through love. 

Furthermore, London in his preliminary prospectus of the novel wrote 

that "The love element will run throughout, as the man and woman will 

4 
occupy the center of the stage pretty much of all the time." However, 

as countless readers have testified, the emotional locus of the novel 

is not the lovers but Wolf Larsen, the novel's villain. Larsen, 

obsessed and tortured by the same spiritual problems that haunted 

London, does not achieve the healthy integratiori of values that London 

sees Van Weyden doing, but dies racked in despair, a hopeless and 

grotesque example of alienated modern man. In fact. Wolf Larsen's 

spiritual problems place him at the beginning of the long list of 

alienated, grotesque, and tormented anti-heroes that populate modern 

literature. That Larsen alone is the dramatic center of the novel 

demonstrates London's preoccupation with his own spiritual condition, 

one which he saw as hopeless. The love story which he saw as the 

essential part of the novel is only his attempt to deflate the terrible 

2. Jack London, "Letter to George P. Brett," 10 September 1903, 
Letters, p. 153. 

3. London, Letters, p. 152. 

4. Jack London, "Letter to Corresponding Editor of Youth's 
Companion," 9 March 1903, Letters, p. 148. 
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aspects of his vision. What The Sea Wolf finally testifies to is the 

triumph not of the spirit but of the modern equivalent of the demonic— 

the forces of meaninglessness and disorder. 

The sense of meaninglessness that London's materialism brought 

him to is expressed in his portrait of Wolf Larsen. Larsen is an 

unscrupulous, naturalistic brute. He is a materialist who believes that 

only might makes right. But he is also something of a reader. He has 

studied science and philosophy and reads poetry. His thinking has 

raised his consciousness above the level of the brute. But self-

consciousness has brought with it suffering. He is split between his 

need for meaning and his materialist outlook with its nihilism. As a 

result he is a grotesque entrapped by his inability to integrate himself 

and the world in any meaningful way. This entrapment by what is for 

him an almost demonic sense of meaningless leads to both a grotesque 

outlook on life and grotesque behavior. 

Larsen's determinism and his belief in a brutal "survival of 

the fittest" ethic reflect the kind of rough life he has experienced. 

Because he is raised by poor parents and worked himself up in the 

British navy, his view of the world is that it is a jungle where only 

the strong survive. In a grotesque simile Larsen says life is "like 

yeast, a ferment, a thing that moves and may move for a minute, an 

hour, a year, or a hundred years, but that in the end will cease to 

move. The big eat the little that they may continue to grow, the strong 

eat the weak that they may retain their strength. The lucky eat the 
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5 
most and move the longest, that is all." Larsen rejects immortality 

because he can only imagine "an immortality of piggishness" (p. 52) in 

which the strong devour the weak. He also rejects altruism and all 

ethics other than "might makes right" because "with nothing eternal 

before, but death, given for a brief spell this yeasty crawling and 

squirming called life, why, it would be immoral for me to perform any 

act that was a sacrifice. Any sacrifice that makes me lose one crawl 

or squirm is foolish" (p. 81). With a pessimism that echoes 

Schopenhauer, Larsen regards life as having no objective value: "Do 

you know the only value life has is what life puts upon itself. And 

it is of course overestimated, since it is of necessity prejudiced in 

its own favor" (p. 59). Because of his materialism life is for Larsen 

only the empty seeking of pleasure. 

Larsen is, however, far from being at ease with his materialism. 

One night Van Weyden finds Larsen enthusiastically reciting poetry on 

the bridge. In conversation with Van Weyden, Larsen expresses 

enthusiasm for being alive. Suddenly Larsen finds life "pretty 

valuable," and though he knows he overrates it, he cannot help himself 

because to him "it is the life that is in me that makes the rating" 

(p. 73). Larsen becomes so swept away by his tremendous love of life 

that he almost acknowledges a system of ethics because of the almost 

religious experience of life's worth that he experiences. "Do you know, 

I am filled with a strange uplift; I feel as if all time were echoing 

5. Jack London, The Sea Wolf (New York: Macmillan, 1904), p. 
59. Note: All further references to the pages of this edition will be 
in parentheses. 
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through me, as though all power were mine. I know truth, divine good 

from evil, right from wrong. My vision is clear and far. I would 

almost believe in God" (p. 73). But he qualifies his experience by 

submitting it to analysis in the light of his materialism. 

"But," and his voice changed and the light went out of his 
face;--"what is this condition in which I find myself? this 
joy of living? this exaltation of life? this inspiration, I 
may well call it. It is what comes when there is nothing 
wrong with one's digestation, when his stomach is in trim 
and his appetite has an edge, and all goes well. It is the 
bribe for living, the champaigne of the blood, the effer-
vesence of the ferment that makes some men think holy 
thoughts, and other men to see God or to create him when 
they cannot see him .... Bah! and bah! have gone out and 
it is a tasteless drink" (pp. 73-74). 

Split between a love of life that can be the source of the creation of 

values for living and a nihilism caused by a materialist philosophy, 

Larsen is continually in self contradiction. 

Larsen's schizoid outlook is the result of an inconsistency in 

his values. In conversation with Van Weyden and Maud Brewster, he 

accuses them of sentimentality and living in illusion. Although he 

feels their superior, he acknowledges that they are more intellectually 

consistent. Larsen believes that man is a protoplasmic yeast struggling 

for pleasure, yet he knows that this view of life only brings pain 

whereas idealism, with its notion of freedom and an immortal soul, 

alone can satisfy a man. Constantly putting the question "why" to 

the natiire of things, Larsen's materialism frustrates an answer as 

much as it provides one. Since his materialism is, according to his 

own view, irrational, it is not the product of his reason but of his 

will. VThen asked by Maud Brewster why he cannot give up his bias he 

can only lamely reply, "I'd like to, perhaps, but I can't .... I 



can never bring myself to recognize anything else as valid" (p. 225). 

Ironically, this demonic entrapment by his own thinking disproves his 

simplistic belief that men only seek pleasure and avoid pain. Larsen's 

whole life is dedicated to causing himself pain. 

Larsen himself, despite his supposed belief in materialism, has 

not stopped asking questions about the meaning of things. As Van 

Weyden observes, "For all his pragmatic certitude, it seemed as if he 

watched the play and movement of life in the hope of discovering 

something more about it, of discerning in its maddest writhings a 

something which had hitherto escaped him,—the key to its mystery, as 

it were, which would make all clear and plain" (p. 119) . Repeatedly, 

Van Weyden notes, Larsen probes his men "with the cruel hand of the 

vivisectLonist, groping about in their mental processes and examining 

their souls as though to see of what soul-stuff is made" (p. 75). By 

psychological torment and physical violence Larsen continually pushes 

his men to their limits. Van Weyden recognizes that Larsen's violent 

rages are "experiments" and "in the main they are the habit of a pose 

or attitude he has seen fit to take toward his fellowmen" (p. 75). 

But Larsen does not only study the reactions of his men. Behind his 

attitude is an experiment in self-study. Van Weyden cannot understand 

how Larsen can grotesquely go from animal rage to lucid and questioning 

contemplation of the effects his brutal actions have on others. What 

Van Weyden fails to understand is that Larsen' is a kind of scientist. 

He is divorced from himself because he is studying himself. The fact 

that he can experience himself as both sxibject and object creates his 

dilemma, the essence of which is that while he views himself in 
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deterministic terms as a thing, he also experiences himself as free. 

Larsen's persistent, grotesque, and exaggerated violence is 

part of his attempt to experience himself purely as an animal "thing"; 

it is a flight from an empty freedom and a consciousness of meaningless-

ness. But the very exaggerated quality of his violence indicates its 

artificiality. Since it is, as Van Weyden points out, emotionless 

violence, it has no real motive in Larsen's self. Therefore, instead 

of liberating him it only makes him more of a grotesque. Larsen is 

acting the role of the man of violence in order to achieve a harmony 

with the world around him. Because he believes that the world is a 

jungle that is finally unintelligible, Larsen's violence is a hopeless 

attempt to integrate his personality by identifying himself with the 

irrational force around him. It is ultimately an effort to blot out 

consciousness through passion, in the hope that passion will provide 

the meaning his intellect cannot. His problem is that he can rarely 

break through the self analysis that splits him to the kind of feeling 

that would allow him to be at one with himself. Hence his love of 

thrills. Observing Leach's tremendous hatred of him he says: "He is 

living more royally than any man for'ard, though he does not know it. 

For he has what they have not—purpose, something to do and be done, 

an all-absorbing end to strive to attain, the desire to kill me, the 

hope that he may kill me ... I honestly envy him, sometimes, when I 

see him raging at the summit of passion" (p. 150). But Larsen, unlike 

Leach, is so obsessed by his sense of nothingness that hate is beyond 

him. His critical intelligence eviscerates his emotions; his is the 
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disease of consciousness without purpose, a grotesqueness of a very 

modern kind. 

London's aim in the novel is not only to describe the outlines 

of the modern spiritual malaise in all its destructiveness, but also to 

prescribe the elements that might serve as its anitdote. Accordingly, 

the novel's focus is the education of Humphrey Van Weyden. Van Weyden, 

like Larsen, suffers from what London sees as the disease that infects 

modern life: a dissociation of sensibility that separates thought from 

feeling that makes man a grotesque. Though the circumstances surround

ing the two men are very different, both share an inability to feel 

because they are alienated from life. 

Van Weyden is alienated from life because he has never had any 

significant experiences that would make him confront either himself or 

others. He is, at the novel's beginning, a rich dilettante and literary 

critic raised entirely in the company of his mother and sisters. He 

represents, for London, effeminate, civilized man. He is a social 

creature content in his own sphere of labor, or rather leisure, since 

he has inherited a fortune. 'Looking about him on a ferry before his 

experiences at sea, he is content to acknowledge society's division of 

labor that allows the sailor to handle the affairs of navigation so 

that he, "instead of having to devote ray energy to the learning of a 

multitude of things . . . concentrated it upon a few particular things, 

such as, for instance, the analysis of Poe's place in American 

literature" (p. 2). For London, however, it is precisely this 

division of labor that emasculates Van Weyden by making him misunder

stand the kind of world he lives in. It is ironic that Van Weyden 
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should be an expert on Poe, the explorer of the perverse, dark places 

of experience, for Van Weyden has had no experience of evil. Indeed, he 

is even estranged from his own nature. He is more used to dealing with 

intellectual abstractions than his own feelings. He believes a great 

many things—is an idealist and a moralist—but has never tested his 

beliefs against the facts of experience. In effect. Van Weyden, and 

according to London, modern man, loses his life while living it, and 

does not know he has lost it. 

The antidote to this modern spiritual malaise is, according to 

London, some basic experience that will force a man to confront who he 

really is, stripped of the veneer of an artificial civilization. 

London, ever mindful that man is part of the natural order, believes 

that an initiation into the primitive alone can save man. Only if man 

is so isolated that nothing can be assumed but the need for his self-

reliance, can he be made whole again. Larsen tells Van Weyden that his 

voyage on the Ghost is "for your own soul's sake" (p. 27). The truth 

of this proposition is a main theme of the novel. Forced to labor as 

other men do. Van Weyden learns to appreciate the true cost of things. 

Under the impress of his new experiences Van Weyden becomes self-

critical. He sees himself as "the man who had dreamed away thirty-five 

years among books" (p. 72). Shamed by his feebleness and lack of 

experience, he desires to prove to Larsen "my right to live in ways 

other than that of the mind" (p. 157). The result is his transforma

tion: ,he is soon as strong as any of the sailors and technically as 

competent. 
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Ironically, however, Van Weyden's transformation does not 

altogether cure his spiritual condition. While the novel suggests that 

Van Weyden's experience of the primitive allows him to earn the right 

to the values of civilization because he has integrated the early 

experiences of the race by making them his own, there are elements in 

the narrative that undermine the seemingly positive effects of Van 

Weyden's transformation: his adoption of the primitive code of behavior, 

his acquisition of Larsen's grotesque perception, and the replacement 

of his idealism by a skepticism both about life's meaning and the 

immortality of the soul. Though Van Weyden sees his experiences as 

transforming him into a healthy human being, their effect is quite the 

opposite: he becomes like Wolf Larsen, a grotesque. Van Weyden's 

autobiographical narrative instead of disclosing the gradual growth of 

his personality details his growing grotesqueness. His narration is an 

exercise in self deceit that betrays his spiritual confusion. What is 

supposedly an initiation into spiritual growth becomes an occasion for 

spiritual debasement. 

In fact, part of his education causes his gradual brutaliza-

tion. Abused and condescended to by Mugridge, the ship's cook. Van 

Wyden learns to hate him and soon experiences the desire to murder 

him. Under the duress of living on the brutal world of the Ghost where 

violence is a way of life. Van Weyden gradually imitates the men 

around him. Once when Mugridge raises his fist at Van Weyden, he 

reacts like an animal. He sees himself as grotesquely facing 

Mugridge with "lips lifted and snarling like a dog" and feels he is 

"a rat in a trap" (p. 86). The result of these clashes is one of the 
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most grotesque incidents in the novel. Mugridge decides to attack Van 

Weyden and prepares by constantly whetting a wornout kitchen knife. 

At first, Van Weyden thinks the constant "whet, whet, whet" is 

laughable, but madness begins to grow in Mugridge's eyes and Van 

Weyden becomes afraid. In desperation he prepares his own knife and 

grindstone, and seated beside Mugridge, begins to whet his knife. 

Suddenly Van Weyden experiences the same sense of life's "sordid 

values" as Larsen possesses, for whom life is nothing but "to strive 

to devour and to strive not to be devoured" (p. 79). Van Weyden 

observes "There was nothing pretty about it, nothing divine—only two 

cowardly moving things that sat whetting steel upon stone, and a group 

of other moving things, cowardly and otherwise, that looked on" (p. 

92). Life on the ship is for Van Weyden the law of the jungle, and he 

becomes one of the beasts. 

Van Weyden's encounter with Mugridge ends with Mugridge's 

cowardly attempt to call it quits and Van Weyden's triximph. But it is 

a mixed triumph. Knowing that his plan to fight Mugridge is a 

consequence of the "courage of fear" (p. 90), Van Weyden does not 

know "whether to be exultant or ashamed" (p, 93). Besides, for Van 

Weyden, the incident is ludicrous, "laughable and childish" (p. 93). 

But although he may seek to evade its fearsomeness by dismissing it, 

the incident ironically causes the transforination of Van Weyden into 

Mugridge: 

The cockney became even more humble and slavish to me 
than even to Wolf Larsen. I mistered him and sirred him 
no longer, washed no more greasy pots, and peeled no more 
potatoes. I did my own work, and my own work only, and 
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when and in what fashion I saw fit. Also, I carried the 
dirk in a sheath at my hip, sailor-fashion, and maintained 
toward Thomas Mugridge a constant attitude which was 
composed of equal parts of domineering, insult, and 
contempt (p. 94). 

Van Weyden has learned to become as tyrannical toward Mugridge as 

Mugridge has been to him. Van Weyden's transformation from intellec

tual idealist to murderous brute is utterly inconceivable to him. 

Reflecting on the knife whetting episode, he can only exclaim that it 

is "inconceivable" that "'Sissy' Van Weyden . . . should be capable of 

doing this thing ..." (p. 92). But that is precisely London's point. 

Since according to London man is simply the result of heredity and 

environment, a change in circumstances can invoke the more primitive 

layers of personality no matter how grotesque they may appear. Van 

Weyden's experience of becoming a "thing" is the result of his loss of 

freedom through fear. He has suddenly become, like Mugridge, a 

grotesque half-man and half-beast driven by his passions. 

Van Weyden's response to life on the Ghost not only reduces him 

to a beast, it also strips him of his idealism. Under the influence 

of Larsen, Van Weyden's entire outlook changes. But Van Weyden cannot 

accept the tremendous importance Larsen assumes in his life. As a 

consequence he continually tries to disguise his true outlook. At 

about the middle of the novel Van Weyden sums up Wolf Larsen's influence 

on him by declaring: "While my hope and faith in hioman life still 

survived Wolf Larsen's criticism, he had nevertheless been a cause of 

change in minor matters" (p. 124). Van Weyden goes on to speak of his 

new respect for facts and the physical life. While it is certainly 

true that Van Weyden occasionally argues against Larsen's materialism. 
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his fascination with Larsen often leads to their having points of view 

that are indistinguishable. The careful reader wonders if the 

narrator is altogether reliable in presenting his feelings. For 

example, Van Weyden, immediately after a declaration of hope and faith 

in man, writes that he finds himself "afflicted with Wolf Larsen's 

repulsive ideas. t'Jhat was it all about? t-Jhere was the grandeur of 

life that it should permit such wanton destruction of human souls? 

It was a cheap and sordid thing after all, this life, and the sooner 

over the better" (p. 154). The ease with which Van Weyden contradicts 

himself is perhaps indicative of his desire to avoid both the implica

tions of his experience and the degree to which Larsen has affected 

him. Because he is horrified at Larsen's point of view the narrative 

is an attempt to escape Larsen's grotesque vision by arguing that Van 

Weyden's whole experience on the Ghost only bolsters his idealist 

faith. Though Van Weyden throughout the novel calls himself an 

idealist this is evidently an equivocation. If he was once an 

idealist, it is more to the point to see him after his adventures as 

a pessimistic skeptic, and often he writes like a convinced materialist. 

Since the novel is a retrospective account of Van Weyden's 

adventures, the signs of Larsen's influence are discernible from its 

very beginning and they are anything but minor. From the very opening 

chapter of the novel Van Weyden's perception is not idealistic. In 

his description of the grey fog that shrouds the ferry he is on at the 

novel's beginning, he sees "infinite mystery" instead of plan and 

purpose. The earth seems to him a "speck" and men "mere motes light 

and sparkle" (p. 4). They are "cursed with an insane relish for work 
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riding their steeds of wood and steel through the heart of the mystery, 

groping their way blindly through the Unseen, and clamoring and 

clanging in confident speech the while their hearts are heavy with 

incertitude and fear" (p. 4). Looking back on his past life, before 

his adventures on the Ghost he writes, "I too had been groping and 

floundering the while I thought I rode clear-eyed through the mystery" 

(p. 5). Certainly one result of his experience on the ship, as the 

above quotation illustrates, is his loss of idealism. Van Weyden, 

however, has not only lost his former self confidence about the nature 

of things, he has also assumed some of Larsen's grotesque views. 

Repeatedly he reflects Larsen's outlook by his choice of words. For 

example, he describes his first day on the ship by echoing Larsen's 

metaphor: life is a "soulless stirring of the ooze and slime" (p. 35). 

Later, in his fight with Mugridge, he describes Mugridge and himself 

as "moving things" (p. 92). Repeatedly in the novel he perceives men 

as insect-like. Harrison caught high in the rigging is "white faced 

and trembling comically like a bug" (p. 66). Larsen assailed by the 

crew while in the hold is a spider: "All that was visible was the mass 

of men fastened upon him. It squirmed about, like some huge many-

legged spider" (p. 137). Van Weyden's grotesque perception is, like 

Larsen's, an indication of his loss of belief in values and his self-

estrangement. Because he experiences himself and others as soulless 

things he has become a grotesque. 

London planned that the major theme of The Sea Wolf was to be 

the redemptive power of love. He sees Maud Brewster, the novel's 

heroine, as not only preventing Van Weyden's moral degeneration but 
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London love is what restores to Van Weyden his faith in morality and 

meaning, faith that his experiences on the ship have weakened. Love 

also transforms him from a selfish and emotionless intellectual into 

a selfless hero sacrificing his all for the beloved. "1 felt endowed 

with a sudden strength. VJhat with my new found love, I was a giant. 

I feared nothing. I would work my will through it all, in spite of 

Wolf Larsen. All would be well. I would make it well" (p. 243). 

Escaping with Maud on a life boat to a small island, he is surprised 

at his own courage. He is \inafraid. It is through love that Van 

Weyden heals, according to London, the disassociation of his sensi

bility. By uniting thought, passion, and action, London argues. Van 

Weyden becomes a man. 

Van Weyden's attainment of manhood is evidenced by the new way 

he sees Maud. At first, he sees her as "ethereal," her body "sublimated 

and spiritual" (p. 212). But at one point in the novel he is able to 

see her in more balanced terms; he realizes that the soul expressed 

itself through the flesh since "pure spirit was unknowable, a thing to 

be sensed and divined only" (p. 261). And he realizes that he has 

foolishly "been making of her a creature goddess-like and unapproach

able" instead of loving her as a flesh and blood woman (p. 260). 

Accordingly, the novel's solution to the problem of modern day man's 

dissociation of sensibility is a healthful balance of matter and spirit. 

But London's attempt to reconcile matter and spirit is a fitful one. 

What seems a reconciliation soon easily breaks apart in the novel's 

final episodes which are set in a seal rookery. The novel's ending on 
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Endeavor Island reasserts Van Weyden's materialistic outlook: both love 

and morality are presented in terms of biology. 

The seal rookery becomes an image of Van Weyden's and Maud's 

relationship. Like the bull seals protecting their gestating female 

mates. Van Weyden fights to help both Maud and himself survive. While 

killing seals on the island Van Weyden is unafraid because his 

"primitive deep" is touched (p. 291). He feels himself "the protector 

of the weak, the fighting male" (p. 291). The metaphor of the 

evolutionary ladder is implicit: "The youth of the race seemed 

burgeoning in me, over-civilized man that I was, and I lived for 

myself the old hunting days . . . 'my woman, my mate,' kept ringing in 

my head. ... It must have been latent savagery stirring in me . . ." 

(p. 293). But instead of rejecting the primitive. Van Weyden praises 

it even to the point of thanking Larsen for enabling him to take 

advantage of it. What began in the novel as a praise of a union of 

spirit and matter is by the novel's end a paean to primitivism alone. 

The shift in values can be seen in Van Weyden's new view of Maud 

Brewster. When Van Weyden sees that Maud is willing to club Larsen to 

death for him, he sees her not as a "spirit" but as his "mate-woman, 

fighting with me and for me as the mate of a caveman would have fought, 

all the primitive in her aroused, forgetful of her culture, hard under 

the softening civilization of the only life she had ever known" (p. 

340). What began as Van Weyden's spiritual regeneration in terms of the 

values of civilization but with a masculine assertion of identity has 

become a continuation of the primitive values of the Ghost. 
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The violence that Van Weyden and Maud engage in has, like the 

violence on the Ghost, no spiritual dimension. Admittedly Van Weyden 

and Maude do not engage in the wanton and irrational violence of 

Larsen--they are only protecting themselves, but self-preservation is 

the law for many on the ship too. It is ironic that Brewster, who 

continually while on the ship stops Van Weyden from killing Larsen 

even though it would be in self defense, should suddenly be willing 

to do what she would not allow Van Weyden to do. Certainly the 

violence of Van Weyden and Brewster which is the result of the 

instinctual passion of love is not the same as a violent action under

taken for altruistic reasons alone as, for example, when Van Weyden 

finds in Johnson's resistance to Larsen an example of a man swayed only 

by "principle, and truth, and sincerity" willing to "die for the right" 

(p. 111). Van Weyden sees in Johnson's action "the victory of spirit 

over the flesh, the indomitability and moral grandeur of the soul that 

knows no restriction and rises above time and space and matter with a 

surety and invincibleness born of nothing else than eternity and 

immotality" (p. 111). Yet by the novel's end this exalted vision of 

idealism is replaced by a much more primitive view. For example, 

worried because Larsen is imprisoned alone in the ship's hold and has 

not eaten for days, Maud asks Van Weyden to see if Larsen is all right. 

Van VJeyden sees her action as being "divinely altruistic" adding as 

an explanation "she was a women" (p. 310). By seeing altruism as a 

form of action allowable only to woman, the "weaker sex," Van Weyden 

divorces morality from everything except weakness. Ironically, it is 

Larsen who, in an early conversation with Van Weyden, rejects altruism 
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as a form of weakness. Obviously Van Weyden has learned his lessons 

well. The degree to which Van Weyden has abandoned moral values as 

principles of action is revealed by his explanation for helping Larsen 

which is not moral so much as naturalistic: "The code of my group is 

stronger than I" (p. 310). If the principle of determining right and 

wrong is not decided on the basis of the individual's own moral stance 

but is simply the arbitrary working of a group code, morality is reduced 

to a form of animal behavior. What began seemingly as Van Weyden's 

moral regeneration through love has ironically become a testimony to 

the life of the instincts. 

The novel's final position is ambiguous if not openly 

pessimistic. Larsen's death and the comments it elicits from Van 

Weyden and Maud seem to leave the whole matter of idealism versus 

materialism in an unresolved state. Larsen's slow, grotesque death 

by paralysis is an ironic fate. The materialist is stripped of all 

power over body. Disembodied, unable to even communicate by speech or 

movement, Larsen exists in a way that is analogous only to spirit. 

Although this state is an oblique argument that there is more to life 

than matter and that the distinction between life and death is 

arbitrary so that immortality is a possibility, Larsen's condition is 

ultimately ambiguous in terms of the novel's meaning, for this disease 

can also be seen as another piece of evidence that life is eat or be 

eaten. Larsen is devoured by another bit of "yeast," cancer of the 

brain. Even Van Weyden, despite his profession of faith in 

immortality, can only limply say of Larsen's spirit: "It would flutter 

and live till the last line of communication was broken, and after 
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live?" (p. 352). In the end it is only Maud Brewster who remains 

unshaken in her belief in immortality. At the burial service she says 

"he still lives" (p. 364). But the final word is Van Weyden's, and it 

is a cruel restatement of the speech Larsen gives for the dead sailor 

whom Van VJeyden replaces: "I remember only one part of the service 

. . . and that is 'And the body shall be cast into the sea'" (p. 364). 

Larsen, in effect, through Van Weyden, has the last word and it is one 

of grim determinism. There is no hint of spirituality, only the 

continual cycle of eat and be eaten. Just as Larsen devours those 

around him so too is he devoured in turn. The cycle of life is 

meaningless and grotesque. 

Continually trapped by the irnlications of his own vision, 

London attempts repeatedly in The Se Molf to deflate the power of his 

naturalism. For a brutal, naturalistic novel The Sea Wolf is at times 

very comic. Sometimes one wonders if London is parodying himself. The 

grotesque knife whetting scene is an example of naturalistic excess 

that becomes self-parody. However terrible the image of two men pre

paring to knife each other is, the scene is quickly reduced to the 

ludicrous by London's emphasis on its inherent excessiveness by the 

simple repetition of the word "whet." The picture of two grown men 

sharpening knives side by side is absurd. Another example of the 

reduction of the terrible by the comic occurs when Larsen demonstrates 

his strength by crushing a potato: "The potato squirted between his 

fingers in mushy streams" (p. 86). The very excessiveness of this 

image robs it of its dramatic effectiveness. Finally, in what is the 
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most heavy-handed use of the comic-grotesque in the novel, Larsen, in 

the concluding chapters, is made into the harmless villain of romantic 

comedy. Hiding from the blinded Larsen, Van Weyden and Maud "dodged 

about the deck hand in hand, like a couple of children chased by a 

wicked ogre, till Wolf Larsen, evidently in disgust, left the deck for 

the cabin. There was glee in our eyes, and suppressed titters in our 

mouths, as we put on our shoes and clambered over the side into the 

boat" (p. 329). 

Unfortunately, London does not ridicule the novel's romantic 

elements, only its naturalistic ones. The consequence is that there is 

an attempt to deflate the deterministic vision only to replace it with 

a sentimental one. The net effect is an impairment of the novel's 

structure. Since London's most persuasive and powerful writing is 

devoted to Larsen and a deterministic vision of the universe, the 

subsequent implied rejection of materialism is unconvincing. The 

result is that when comic elements are seen in the full context of 

the novel instead of deflating the terrible they augment its power by 

emphasizing how strong London's need is to contain the terrible aspects 

of his vision. 

The one aspect of the novel where London does not evade the 

complete pessimism of his vision is in its symbolism. London's 

symbolism expresses the full extent of his fascination with disorder 

and the grotesque. For example, one of the book's main symbols is the 

fog. It is "the grey shadow of infinite mystery that covers all 

things" (p. 4). It is "the Unseen" that cannot be penetrated by "force 

of will" (p. 5). Unlike Melville's \'/hite whale, London's image gives 



little suggestion of affirming qualities. The fog is a demonic force 

that both drives the world and symbolizes man's solipsism. On the 

literal level the fog couples with storms and drives the Ghost through 

the night like a plaything. Symbolically the fog operates as a kind 

of fate. It is destiny because it causes the ferry collision that 

begins Van Weyden's education. While Van Weyden stares into the fog 

that engulfs the ship, he dreamily thinks the fog romantic, but he is 

quickly jolted out of his revery by the collision of the ferry and 

another boat. In one sense the boat collision causes the dissipation 

of the romantic fog Van Weyden has been living in and shows him that 

life's underlying reality is grotesque. As the ships collide the 

veneer of civilization vanishes in the screams of the women. Fear of 

death causes the passengers to become a grotesque parody of animality. 

Van Weyden, laughing at the incongruity of the situation, sees the 

cries as the "squeaking of pigs under the knife of the butcher," and 

thinks the passengers' behavior is like "rats in a trap" (p. 7). The 

collision marks the beginning of Van Weyden's understanding that it 

is only man's fog-like solipsism that covers the animal layer of 

existence with all its grotesqueness. 

The fog symbolism is reinforced throughout the novel by a 

variety of associations. For example, the name of Larsen's ship 

suggests death and insubstantiality as though life on board could 

never be real. The sense of insubstantiality' and solipsism is further 

enforced by Van Weyden, who looking out from the deck of the Ghost, 

declares: "this [the fog] was the world, the universe itself, its 

bounds .... The rest was a dream . . ." (p. 273). The fog is not 
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limited to the natural world; human beings also manifest it. For 

example, Larsen's eyes are the color of the fog, a "baffling protean 

grey, bleak and cold, and grey as the sea itself" (p. 32). The isola

tion, and insubstantiality reflected by the symbol of the fog are 

repeated by the symbolic significance of Larsen's grotesque illness. 

Gradually cut off from the world of the senses, Larsen's disease 

mirrors his grotesque image of life, a life in which all men are 

isolated from, and unreal to each other. Ironically, Larsen goes blind 

in a world where the fog makes blindness a universal condition. Though 

Van Weyden may appeal to the illusions of morality and see "retribu

tion" in Larsen's disease (p. 344), Van Weyden himself feels like a 

"ghost" as he waves his hand before Larsen's blind eyes (p. 313). Like 

Larsen, he too, has no reality in the scheme of things. Furthermore, 

Larsen's illness is associated by London not only with the fog but with 

the novel's main symbol for determinism, its spider imagery. Wolf 

Larsen reacts to his blindness by "sweeping nervously across his face, 

as though he were brushing away cobwebs" (p. 305). For the first time 

in his life, Larsen feels he is the caught victim of forces greater than 

himself. This grotesque image of the blind Larsen waving his hands 

in a world that is both a fog and a spider's web that makes all men 

blind victims is London's portrait of the human condition. The meaning 

of the fog and its associated symbols is clear: life is an illusion 

and the plaything of a mysterious and demonic force that makes all 

human values meaningless. 

One way of understanding London's pessimistic emphasis on 

violence and the grotesque is to see them not only as expressions of 



169 

his wish to represent the intensity of human emotions, but as 

reflecting his interest in giving to modern man the kind of emotional 

experience he feels modern life precludes. Just as London prescribes 

the primitive as a tonic for Van Weyden, so too do his aesthetics 

suggest that he sees his literary art as providing a tonic for modern 

man whose life is emotionally barren. In his essay, "The Terrible 

and the Tragic in Fiction," London argues that while modern man is 

afraid of fear, he also "deep down . . . delights in it."^ Because for 

London fear is the dominant emotion in man, the literary artist must 

provoke it for powerful art. In doing so he awakens the primitive in 

man that loves "fear exacting things" (p. 333). As a result of this 

artistic credo London rejected realism for its superficiality. "Can 

the sweet common places of life be made into anything else than 

sweetly common place stories? . . . can any story be really great, the 

theme of which is anything but tragic or terrible?" (p. 334), What 

London sought was an impassioned realism with "life as it was, with 

all its spirit groping and soul reaching left in" (p. 334), Instead of 

realism's devotion to details, London advocates artistic subjectivity: 

"mine is not realism but is idealized realism, . . . artistically I 

7 
am an emotional materialist." The purpose of this subjectivity is the 

6. Jack London, "The Terrible and the Tragic in Fiction," in 
Jack London Reports, ed. King Hendricks and Irving Sheperd (New York: 
Doubleday, 1970), p. 333. Note: All further references to the pages 
of this article will be in parentheses. 

7. Quoted from an unpublished letter of Jack London to Ann 
Strunsky in Franklin Walker, Jack London and the Klondike: The Genesis 
of an American Writer (San Marino, Calif.: Huntington Library, 1966), 
p. 219. 
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creation of fiction whose "stress and strain" can "sound the deeps of 

human nature" (p. 334). But London's artistic primitivism suffers from 

the same contradictions that assail his thought. He is both attracted 

and repulsed by the primitive and fearful. This attraction and 

repulsion toward the fearful, which is the hallmark of the grotesque, 

is also the main characteristic of London's artistry in The Sea Wolf. 

Consequently, the reader instead of experiencing the primitive as a 

spiritual tonic can only imitate London's own aijibivalent attitude. 

The ambivalence London displays toward the primitive in The Sea 

Wolf is exemplified by his continually qualifying Wolf Larsen's role in 

the novel. Though London sees Larsen, his main representative of the 

primitive, as essential to Van Weyden's education into manhood, he 

realizes how limited Larsen is as a prototype of the healthy man. 

Larsen has all the makings of London's ideal hero: he is Anglo-Saxon, 

competitive, physically strong, an individualist, and a materialist. 

In comparison with the effeminate Van Weyden, Larsen in some ways 

represents the wholeness of the human personality before industrializa

tion has fragmented it by making all men weak and dependent on each 

other. But London is aware that Larsen is a throwback, an anachronism. 

The individualism he represents is, like the individualism of Martin 

Eden, historically obsolete. Besides, London cannot separate Larsen's 

individualism from atavistic violence. However attracted he is by 

Larsen's qualities, London is too honest to ehtertain the possibility 

that such a primitive view of life can be offered to solve modern 

spiritual problems. After all, even on the ship there is division of 

labor, and not all the men have the chance, as does Van Weyden, to 
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learn all the skills the ship requires. Moreover, the artificiality 

of life on the ship is apparent. The Ghost is one of the last sailing 

ships in an age of steamships. Obviously the heroic life is outmoded. 

One even suspects that London realizes that the heroism of sailing is, 

in part, an illusory one. For though, during a storm. Van Weyden is 

overwhelmed with Larsen and sees him as an "earth-god, dominating the 

storm, flinging its descending waters from him and riding it to his 

own ends," he later learns that man's mastery of the elements is a 

haphazard one (p. 168). As Larsen's attempts to control the ship prove 

futile, Larsen says, "There's nothing can be done on deck. If any-

thing's going to run us down we couldn't get out of its way" (p. 170). 

Finally, even the hero must confess he is a plaything of forces. 

Moreover, Larsen's primitivism is inseparable from his materialism and 

his belief that life has no purpose. Fascinated though London is by 

Larsen as a prototype of the heroic, primitive individual he realizes 

that such individuals are doomed both historically and by the nihilism 

of their outlook. Unable to present Larsen as an example of the modern 

harmonious man London decided that by combining both Larsen's influence 

and the civilizing influence of Maud Brewster he could provide an 

adequate image of a harmonious man. But the attempt at compromise 

fails. He cannot believe sufficiently in such an integration. As a 

result the novel is split between a compelling pessimistic materialism 

that sees man as driven by primitive forces and a half-hearted 

assertion of idealism. London, repelled by the terrible aspects of 

his vision, seeks to deflate the terrible elements of the grotesque 

both with comic exaggeration and the novel's sentimental love story. 
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Both strategies fail. Both London's fascination with Larsen and his 

symbolisin reveal he is entrapped by the demonic elements of his 

grotesque vision. 



STEPHEN CRANE AND THE GROTESQUERIES 
OF CONSCIOUSNESS 

The work of Stephen Crane represents the most modern use of the 

grotesque in early naturalism. Like Norris and London, Crane views the 

grotesque as based on what he sees as man's sense of the nothingness 

both in himself and the world. However, what distinguishes Crane from 

Norris and London is that he is more distinctly ontological than either 

of them in his examination of man's grotesqueness. Crane is fascinated 

by the relativity of man's perception. For Crane because man is the 

source of all values the kind of world he lives in is solipsistic. The 

colors, exaggerated shapes, and unusual perspectives that make up 

Crane's grotesque depiction of the world imply a rejection of the notion 

that there is any neutrally perceived objective reality. Crane's 

impressionism, which is a description of his characters' perception, 

shows that instead of being victimized by their environment they are the 

victims of their own perception. Like the existentialists Crane recog

nizes that truth is largely subjectivity; man makes both himself and his 

world. For Crane the consequence of this creation out of nothing is 

man's inescapable grotesqueness, a grotesqueness whose source is man's 

being not his environment. 

What makes man a grotesque according to Crane is that he has no 

self. The self is an arbitrary collection of roles behind which is the 

annihilating nothingness of selflessness. Consequently, the main notion 

of existence demonstrated in Crane's fiction is that of parody. 
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Crane's characters make themselves up by imitation: they are grotesque 

caricatures of being. The main activity of the characters is the 

attempt to mould the self on some model, seen or imagined. What is 

particularly grotesque about this process of self-creation is that Crane 

shows that the selves his characters strive for are themselves imaginary. 

There are no authentic selves; all selves are fictions created by man's 

flight from his own insubstantiality. Ironically, Crane's characters 

in their attempt to become the selves they dream of become imitations 

of imitations. They ground themselves on nothing. Because these roles 

are assumed arbitrarily and are grounded on nothing Crane's characters 

are overwhelmed by an intuition of nothingness, a nothingness Crane 

depicts through a grotesque impressionist imagery of world and self in 

dissolution. In order to evade this nothingness the characters become 

entrapped in a never ending effort to siJastantiate themselves. But their 

attempt at becoming a particular self by adopting a role cannot free 

them from the threat of loss of self. As Crane shows, the very roles 

his characters adopt reconstitute the lack of being they strive to 

avoid, and doom them to a thinghood and lack of freedom that make them 

grotesques. 

What makes all these imitations grotesque is Crane's ironic 

deflation of them. The comic in Crane's grotesqueries arises from 

either his narrator's or reader's knowledge of the characters artificial 

selfhood juxtposed against the blindness of the character to it. This 

blindness is a consequence of both their inability to see themselves as 

acting and their failure to recognize that the parts they assume are 

empty stereotypes. But this very comedy is demonic for self-deception 
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according to Crane is an inescapable part of man's being. The result is 

a view that shows the ludicrousness of subjectivity, while also sug

gesting that there is nothing but subjectivity. Thus the narrator's 

viewpoint reflects the grotesque humor not of moral satire but of 

nihilism. 

Crane's view of man's grotesqueness is present in most of his 

novels in varying degrees. However, many of his works reveal an 

attempt to evade the full implications of his nihilism. The result is 

repeated contradictions between Crane's sense of the inescapable nature 

of human grotesqueness and his hope that an honest selfhood could be 

possible. Crane's belief in the possibility of honesty is most clearly 

presented in his distinction between a man's outlook and his self 

knowledge: 

I understand a man is born into the world with his own pair of 
eyes, and he is not all responsible for his vision—he is 
merely responsible for his quality of personal honesty. To 
keep close to this personal honesty.is my supreme ambition. 
There is a sublime egotism in talking of honesty. I, how
ever, do not say that I am honest. I merely say that I am as 
nearly honest as a weak mental machinery will allows. This 
aim in life struck me as being the only thing worthwhile. 
A man is sure to fail at it, but there is something in the 
failiare. ̂ 

What the above passage implies is that whatever forces drive man there 

is still a sphere of freedom in honest self-consciousness. A con

sequence of this view is an occasional satiric element in Crane that 

presents the grotesque as avoidable because deception is correctable. 

1. Stephen Crane, "To John Northern Hilliard," January 1896(?), 
Letter 137, Stephen Crane Letters, ed. R. W. Stallman and Lillian 
Gilkes (New York: New York University Press, 1960), pp. 109-110. 
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However, this strand in Crane's thinking is at variance with his sense 

of "man's weak mental machinery," a weakness that often makes honesty 

an impossibility. Crane's belief in an honesty caused by humility and 

a disinterested self-perception strongly contradicts his more demonic 

view of the utter nullity of the self and its inescapable deception. 

What his novels usually show is that the attempt at honesty is too 

threatening to man's selfhood to culminate in any sustained ethical 

posture such as selfless detachment. 

Crane's refusal to acknowledge the pessimistic implications of 

his view of human sxjbjectivity is most evident in his first novel, 

2 
Maggie, A Girl of the Streets. In this novel Crane often thinks the 

grotesque is an abnormality caused by environmental conditions. The 

lower-class milieu and the dialect of the characters prevent the reader 

from considering the grotesque as an aspect of the human condition. 

Instead the characters' self-ignorance and posturing seem only examples 

of how ridiculous men can become without proper education. Crane 

himself encourages a comic view of his characters' conceit that 

minimizes the demonic elements of his grotesque vision of slum life. 

The narrator, although sympathetic to Maggie's plight, sees the charac

ters' actions generally as so pathetic and ludicrous as to be a 

caricature of human behavior. Consequently, the novel appears only a 

study of eccentric social conditions and their effects. 

2. Stephen Crane, Maggie: A Girl of the Streets in Bowery 
Tales, ed. Fredson Bowers (Charlottesville: University Press of 
Virginia, 1970), p. 11. Note: all further references to the pages of 
this edition will be in parentheses; the title will be abbreviated 
to Maggie. 
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The limited scope of tliis novel, at least in terms of Crane's 

view of the grotesque, is evidenced by his prefacing Hamlin Garland's 

copy with an inscription that says the novel, "Tries to show that en

vironment is a tremendous thing in the world and frequently shapes lives 

3 
regardless." Certainly some of the typical naturalist elements are 

present and are a significant source of Crane's use of the grotesque. 

After all, he stresses that Maggie's ignorance da part causes her to 

deceive herself and be deceived by others. Yet this ignorance is a 

product of her culturally deprived environment and not her fault. 

Moreover, the novel repeatedly suggests that the grotesque posturing of 

the characters is a necessary mechanism for survival. The only way to 

adopt to a brutal environment is to imaginatively transform it. 

However, Crane's grotesque impressionistic images imply a 

nihilistic outlook that makes the novel more than naturalist social 

commentary. What the impressionism of Maggie shows is lhat both self 

and world are illusory, Man's conceit is not caused by environment per 

se as much as by man's continual sense of non-being, his fear of inner 

emptiness and insignificance in a universe that is alienated from and 

indifferent to him, a universe in which he is a thing. Because Maggie 

is about life in the slums it allows Crane to demonstrate the power of 

human subjectivity under conditions which emphasize its grotesgueness: 

it is both ludicrous and terrible to find people who have nothing acting 

as if they were aristocrats. But this grotesgueness is not only an 

attribute of slum life, and in this early novel Crane seems implicitly 

Stephen Crane, "To Hamlin Garland," (March?) 1893, Letter 
17, Letters, p. 14. 



178 

aware that while grotesqueness is oftentimes shaped by the environment 

its deepest source is elsewhere. In fact, in some ways Crane minimizes 

the typical naturalist origins of the grotesque in heredity and environ

ment in this novel as though to indicate that he sees that man's 

grotesqueness is possibly the result of more than a simple cause-and-

effect relationship with his environment. Crane is not interested in 

dealing with economic determinism nor does he always emphasize environ

ment his inscription to Garland notwithstanding: Maggie is not an 

alcoholic like her parents nor is she forced to become a prostitute 

because of poverty. What destroys Maggie is the deception that, as 

Crane's later fiction more ej^licitly shows, operates on all levels of 

society and is a reaction to an apprehension of chaos and nothingness 

at the heart of self and world. 

This intuition of disorder is the origin of Crane's grotesque 

impressionist imagery in the novel. Repeatedly he emphasizes through 

his impressionism the insubstantiality of all things. For example, he 

presents people as blotches of color that continually vanish into the 

whiteness of colorlessness. Maggie's mother Mary in her drxanken rages 

is nothing more than a grotesque mass of changing colors. "The fervent 

red of her face turned almost to purple" is one out of many descrip

tions that depict her solely in terms of color (p. 7). The insub

stantiality implied by these color images is evidenced frequently. 

Jimmie sees his mother as a kind of vapor for she emerges to him after 

a drunken bout as "from a muddle mist of sentiment" (p. 4). In addi

tion, Mary in her rages often "stirred up the room tintil her children 

were bobbing about like bubbles" (p. 14). This emphasis on vapor and 
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bubbles to represent the human shows that self and world are 

illusory. 

Crane's impressionism demonstrates, besides man's insubstan-

tiality, his almost solipsistic isolation. People in Crane's world 

are frequently neither seen nor heard. Smoke and noise obscure them. 

Jimmie and Maggie are separated from their mother by a gulf of vapor 

and meaningless sounds. They watch her-work in the kitchen completely 

alienated from her because she "shrouded herself, puffing and snorting, 

in a cloud of steam at the stove, and eventually extracted a frying pan 

that hissed" (p. 14). In this image that combines isolation and insub-

stantiality Crane portrays his fvindamental view of the human condition: 

men live largely in a solipsistic world alienated from each other. 

In part this analysis of the illusory natiire of self and world 

follows naturalist lines. Men are often compared to animals. But 

Crane's main sense of human grotesqueness finds exemplification in this 

novel in his view of man's ontological status, not his biological one. 

For example. Crane in his presentation of the fight between Pete and 

Jimmie begins by using the standard animal imagery of naturalism. The 

fighters are compared to "roosters," "bull dogs," and "panthers" clawing 

and bobbing at each other (pp. 47-48). But as the fight proceeds this 

imagery vanishes. The fighters become blotches of color and discordant 

sound from which form is absent; the scene is distinctly impression

istic. 

The arms of the combatants whirled in the air like flails. 
The faces of the men at first, flushed to flame-colored 
anger now began to fade to the pallor of warriors in the 
blood and heat of a battle. Their lips curled back and 
stretched over the gums in ghoul—like grins. Through 
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their white, gripped teeth hoarse whisperings of oaths. Their 
eyes glittered with murderous fire. 

Each head was huddled between the owner's shoulders, and 
arms were swinging with marvelous rapidity. Feet scraped to 
and fro with a loud scraping sound upon the sandal floor. 
Blows left crimson blotches upon the pale skin. The curses 
of the first quarter minute of the fight died away. The 
breaths of the fighters came wheezing from their lips and 
the three chests were straining and heaving. Pet at intervals 
gave vent to low labored hisses, that sounded like a desire 
to kill. Jimmie's ally gibbered at times like a wounded 
maniac. The rage of fear shone in their eyes and blood 
colored fists whirled [emphasis supplied] (p. 48). 

The images that create the texture of this scene do not reduce 

the human to the level of the animal but to a melange of color, sound, 

and motion. The hijman has been reduced to a chaotic whirl, and Crane 

distorts the scene even further by causing it to vanish. The bar mirror 

which reflects the fight is "splintered to nothing" (p. 49). At the 

same instant that the reflection of the fight vanishes so too does the 

description of the fight, for "The three frothing creatures on the floor 

buried themselves in a frenzy for blood" (p. 49). In this scene the 

naturalist use of animal similes to describe man's grotesque nature 

prepares for an impressionistic analysis that translates the h\iman first 

into color and noise and finally into nothing at all, that is, froth. 

Crane's world is often the world of the impressionist at the moment 

when color is about to vanish into the white that is its origin, a 

world on the verge of flying apart. 

This picture of world and self in dissolution is one Crane's 

characters fearfully confront. For example, Jinmiie in his terror of 

his mother sees her as only a "mass of colors" (p. 12). She represents 

for him and for Maggie the utter nullity of the self. They see 



themselves reduced to a vapory nothingness before her power. Mary in 

her rages often "stirred up the room until her children were bobbing 

about like bubbles" (p. 14). The children's perception of themselves 

as bubbles indicates their intuition of their insubstantiality. But 

the characters in Maggie do not merely apprehend the chaos that sur

rounds them; they transform it into the stuff of myth. When Jimmie 

stares at his mother lying on the floor overcome with drink and then 

sees her open her eyes he is horrified by what seems to him as "the 

power to change his blood to salt" (p. 19) . Obviously she has become 

in his mind the image of the grotesque Medusa. The transformation of 

chaos into the familiar images of myth and drama is continuous. The 

children see the world as a kind of performance. The baby Tommy 

watching his mother beat Jimmie has "his face in contortions like that 

of a woman at a tragedy" (p. 9). Mary lying exhausted on the floor from 

drink is a "sated villain" (p. 18) . 

The 'children's perceptions are hardly a result of thier being 

influenced by literature or the stage. Crane's point is not that 

ejqiosure to melodrama has ruined Maggie and her family, but that man's 

subjectivity so distorts the world as to break all distinctions between 

life and art's artificial exaggerations. Implicit, of course, is the 

idea that finally there is no distinction between life and art: men 

live continually in fictions of their own creating. Life and art 

imitate each other in a process that reveals ho originals but only 

imitations of imitations. In fact, rather than necessarily being in

fluenced by art the fictions with which men shape their lives are 

anterior to art and are its source. Myth making is, in Crane's view. 
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a natural process that occurs continually. Crane's characters are 

always turning their environment into the stuff of myth, charging it 

with an almost supernatural power. 

The transformation of disorder into the orderly structures of 

myth is. Crane iitplies, the way man handles his encounter with chaos and 

nothingness. By transforming the threat of disorder his mother repre

sents into the imagery of myth or fairy tale Jimmie hopes to evade her 

demonism, a demonism that he sees as threating his selfhood. Because 

his image of her is a grotesque one there is in its makeup, besides the 

original intuition of disorder, a sense of freedom from entrapment which 

shows itself as a playfulness in dramatization. Though mythologizing 

the things they fear these characters attempt to liberate themselves 

from being overwhelmed by the demonic aspects of their grotesque 

visions; they become actors in their own tragedy and thus distance them

selves from it. Moreover, this acting allows them to transform 

themselves into heroes instead of victims. Through the fictions with 

which they transform self and world the characters in Maggie try to 

achieve a semblance of significance, order, and freedom. 

But this process of self-creation makes the characters grotesque 

because the selves they strive to become are imaginary. There are no 

authentic selves: all selves are fictions created by man's flight 

from his own insubstantiality. Ironically, Crane's characters in their 

attempt to become the selves they dream of become imitations of imita-

4 
tions. They ground themselves on nothing. Crane's use of the word 

4. My discussion of the creating of selfhood through imita
tion is particularly indebted to J. Hillis Miller's short study of 



grotesque in Maggie reflects his understanding of the inauthenticity of 

his characters. The grotesque in Maggie invariably is associated with 

a distorting imitation of behavior. The word grotesque is used by Crane 

to describe the stage's parody of life. Pete and Maggie at a Bowery 

theater watch a dancer who "In the finale . . . fell into some of those 

grotesque attitudes which were at the time popular among the dancers in 

the theater up-town, giving to the Bowery public the phantasies of the 

aristocratic theatre-going public at reduced rates" (p. 32). Similarly, 

after Pete and Maggie have seen a romantic melodrama Maggied "wondered 

if the culture she had seen imitated, perhaps grotesquely . . . could 

be acquired by a girl who lived in a tenement house ..." (p. 37). 

What is significant about these two uses of the word grotesque is that 

both iises connect the grotesque with a distorting imitation. The 

grotesque attitudes of the dancer in the first example are distorted 

derivative motions copied from up-town performers, while the grotesque 

manners in the melodrama are likewise imitative responses to supposedly 

upper class behavior. 

These grotesque theatrical distortions are the basis for the 

roles the characters in Maggie assume. The Bowery public thinks that the 

performances are true glimpses of upper-class life, or at least, upper-

class fantasy. Because these people believe what they see is real they 

imagine themselves to be just like an up-town audience and adopt the 

stances they see enacted to give their lives significance and meaning. 

Dickens. See J. Hillis Miller and David Borowitz, Charles Dickens and 
George Cruikshank, papers read at a Clark Library Seminar, May, 1970 
(Berkeley: William Clark Memorial Library, University of California, 
1971). 
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Maggie, her lover Pete, and her family repeatedly view themselves melo

dramatically. They are continually involved in grotesque parody. Life 

in the slums is grand theater in 'Which the stereotypes of the stage, 

epic, and romance inform self-perception. The stage reinforces the 

mythologizing that Crane sees as part of the self-dramatization neces-.. 

sary to evade man's grotesque nothingness. But since such acting is 

necessarily distortion, in imitating the theater these characters re

create the lack of being that makes them grotesque. This lack of being 

is exemplified by their entrapment by the very forces of disorder their 

roles are meant to avoid. Since the roles they adopt are outmoded 

stereotypes of behavior they doom their users to a repetition of actions 

that are destructive. In order to bolster their roles the characters 

imagine they exist only as their role and thereby lose the detachment 

necessary for change. In contrast to the freedom and power they believe 

their roles will provide. Crane's characters experience the fear and 

sense of fatality that characterize the grotesque personality. 

The repetition of destructive actions that role-playing causes 

is exemplified by the behavior of Maggie's parents. They enact the 

role of the pathetic victim of poverty. In their self-dramatization 

they see themselves as creatures of circumstance and, therefore, 

excused. Like a figure in melodrama Maggie's father excuses his 

drinking to his bar frieds by exclaiming, "'Why do I come an' drink 

whisk' here thish way? 'Cause home reg'lar hell!'" (p. 17). Maggie's 

mother also sees herself in dramatic terms as a person destroyed by her 

environment and, thereby, excused. In her self pity she sees her 

excesses as revenge on a cruel world. "She swelled with virtue and 



indignation as she carried the lighter articles of household use, one 

by one, under the shadow of the three gilt balls" (p. 35). The con

sequence of Maggie's parents' self-dramatization is that paradoxically 

the more outrageously they play their roles the more they are justified 

since if their actions make life worse they can both accuse life and 

excuse themselves. But this process is self-defeating because the 

acting necessary to escape meaninglessness and insignificance increases 

it. The roles Maggie's parents adopt in the hope of making life 

bearable help create the very conditions that must be escaped thus 

dooming her parents to fatalism. In addition, their attempt to justify 

themselves by seeing themselves in a determinist miverse ruled by an 

inviolable sequence of cause and effect can only further depersonalize 

them. In an indifferent, determinist world men are mere things driven 

by heredity and environment. Instead of evading man's grotesqueness 

such a view reestablishes it by denying the freedom that is the neces

sary requisite for any sense of selfhood. 

Moreover, the self-deception necessary to sustain the characters' 

roles instead of providing freedom constrains perception of self and 

world. Because their roles are insubstantial the characters' selves 

are on the verge of collapse and can only be bolstered by an extra

ordinary amount of hypocrisy. In addition, the utter arbitrariness of 

the characters' selves and values cause them to fear everything around 

them as a threat to selfhood. Ironically, the initial fear of disorder 

is restored by the self-dramatization meant to evade it. Crane shows 

how self-deception invariably leads to constraint, fear, and 
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destruction in his examination of what is one of the most dangerous of 

Bowery illusions, the sense of honor. 

For Crane the fact that people who have no real code of be

havior can pretend they do and make it an important guide of their acts 

is so ironic as to be grotesque. Unable to confront their hopeless 

lives and lack of freedom, these people ludicrously pretend that their 

acts are reflections on the reputation of their imaginary selves. The 

opening sentence of the novel indicates how grotesque such actions are. 

"A very little boy stood upon a heap of gravel for the honor of Rum 

Alley" (p. 3). It is absurd and ludicrous that the child defends what 

is valueless, and it is terrible that he is so self-deceived. Ilie child 

is as grotesque as all the characters in this novel; they are all little 

people who have nothing, yet who absurdly act as if they are protecting 

something of worth. Their bravado and concern for reputation disguise 

their fear of loss of self. For example, Maggie in her efforts to see 

herself as a respectable woman passes two prostitutes and "with a 

shrinking movement, drew back her skirt" (p. 53). Obviously her 

appearance of offended dignity is a mechanism for selfr-protection. 

Since she is Pete's mistress her action shov;s a fear filled attempt to 

avoid confronting her own fallen position. Like Maggie, Pete also is 

concerned for his reputation. He views Maggie's coming to his bar 

with fear because of his sense of a threat to the "eminent respecta

bility of the place" (p. 66). But if Maggie is not respectable Pete 

has made her so by seducing her. Unwilling to confront his actions his 

only response is fear that he will appear less important than he 

desires. That neither he nor his bar are in any way respectable 



cannot cross his mind. His selfhood cannot survive without the web of 

illusions he has built it on. 

The danger of illusion, however, is that it is destructive. 

Maggie's death is in part a consequence of her family's ostracism of 

her. Her loss of virtue is a threat to the family's imaginary self-

esteem. Jimmie justifies the family's rejection of Maggie because he 

is afraid of what people will think. "I on'y says it'ud be better if 

we keep dis t'ing dark, see? It queers us 1 See" (p. 55). Maggie 

threatens besides Jimmie's reputation his very selfhood. He rejects the 

notion that Maggie's fall is not her fault obviously becaxise such a 

view would reflect on his view of himself as a proud, independent per

sonality. To admit Maggie's helplessness would be to see his own. As a 

result he denies the truth even when it is self-evident: "he, once, 

almost came to a conclusion that his sister would have been more firmly 

good had she better known why. However, he felt that he could not hold 

such a view. He threw it hastily aside" (p. 56). Ironically, Jimmie's 

effort to establish himself as a free and fearless personality makes 

him a fear ridden and deceived man deprived of even his own freedom of 

thought. Moreover, his attempt to escape the destructive forces of his 

environment leads him to reinstate them: he can only survive by helping 

destroy his sister. Because he is both ludicrously deceived and en

trapped by his role the imaginary world he inhabits is as grotesque as 

the real world he has fled. Like Jimmie, Mary, Maggie's mother, is also 

condemned to grotesqueness by her protective illiasions. When Maggie 

returns home Mary can only defend herself instead of helping her 

daughter. She absurdly bawls, "Wid a home like dis an' a mudder like 
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me, she went to the bad" (p. 55). Mary's self-deception is so great 

that even after Maggie's death she is cible to cry, "Oh, yes, I'll 

forgive her! I'll forgive her!" (p. 77). The terrible irony of this 

statement is that Mary evades her own responsibility for Maggie's 

death by using it for self-dramatization as the wronged mother. This 

grotesque adoption of a role from melodrama protects Mary from the 

recognition that she has helped murder her daughter. 

Maggie is destroyed not just by her parents' role choices, but 

by her own as well. The failiire of the use of roles to build a sub

stantial self is nowhere more clearly demonstrated in the novel than in 

the case of Maggie. After being seduced by Pete and rejected by her 

family Maggie takes to the streets and dies, most probably a suicide. 

Since Crane does not offer any economic reasons for Maggie's prostitu

tion (we are not told she is fired from her job) one can only assume 

that her fate is caused by her choice of roles. After her rejection by 

Pete Maggies is forced once again to confront the chaotic world of her 

family and environment. But such a confrontation is impossible without 

a role to order the seemingly vincontrollable events of her life. Her 

seduction and betrayal make her think only one role is possible: the 

melodrama's stereotyped image of failure and condemnation, the lost 

woman. By adopting this role Maggie is able to confirm the authenticity 

of her previous role as the beloved of Pete. She can see herself as 

the innocent victim who loves not wisely but too well. She is the 

romantic heroine betrayed by a false lover. Maggie's enactment of this 

role allows her to perceive her life as having the unity and order of 

art. Like the poor heroines in popular novels and plays she too has 
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been seduced and abandoned. The consequence of Maggie's final role 

choice is that to confirm her romantic image of herself she must enact 

a role that is self-destructive. Like her parents she becomes the 

typical naturalist victim. 

Moreover, Maggie's final role only reveals how inescapable is 

her grotesqueness. The nothingness she seeks to evade is reconstituted 

in her role because paradoxically, Maggie's final role is antithetical 

to all roles. By becoming a prostitute she implicitly acknowledges the 

collapse of her selfhood because as a "member of the painted cohorts of 

the city" she exists only through disguise (p. 68). Crane's emphasis 

on the word "painted" shows her to be as insubstantial as a blotch of 

color. This is a fit description because as prostitute she must pretend 

to be whatever her customers desire. Obviously this role represents 

her capitulation to the loss of self she continuously sees as 

threatening her. 

This loss of self is reflected by Maggie's growing grotesque 

perception as Pete loses interest in her. Maggie's grotesque percep

tion, in fact, anticipates and causes her final role and subsequent 

death. As Pete takes her to dance halls each more vulgar than the last 

Maggie discovers her romantic role is inadequate to the life she is 

leading. Because she is afraid her perception becomes increasingly dis

ordered. This gradual increase in disordered perception is an index of 

her growing sense of alienation from self and' world and culminates in 

her perception of the last hall Pete takes her, the "hilarious hall" 

(p. 57). Crane's description of Maggie's perception of the "hilarious 

hall" is one of a world in total derangement. The smoke and noise are 
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overwhelming and the men and women who frequent the place are crazed by 

drink. This last hall is especially grotesque because the smoke does 

not merely separate people it engulfs them: "heads and arms seemed 

entangled in it" (p. 57). Moreover, the smoke is compared to a "river 

hurrying toward some unseen falls" (p. 57). This image of an engulfing 

whiteness sweeping people forward to some kind of apocalyptic end where 

all are thrown together into a white oblivion is, in effect, a presenti

ment of Maggie's final role and death. Like these people lost in an 

absorbing whiteness that robs them of svibstantiality, Maggie, after she 

becomes a prostitute, vanishes into the river's "deathly black hue" 

(p. 70). Maggie's final role and literal death are ordained by her 

grotesque perception of her spiritual death; she is overwhelmed by a 

nothingness Crane impressionistically symbolizes as colorlessness. 

Maggie's destruction is a consequence of her grotesque percep

tion of self and world. Her perception, however, is determined by her 

siibjective rendering of her experience. Whether she emphasizes the 

demonic or ludicrous without Pete to help her fight off the demons she 

sees throughout the novel as assailing her, she is doomed to be 

destroyed by them. However, Maggie's reliance on Pete grounds her being 

on self-deception. Pete is not the knight she dramatizes him as but 

only a poor bartender. He is a saving hero only in 'her imagination 

and, consequently, cannot be a trustworthy source of her being. 

Maggie's ability to render the threatening aspects of her grotesque per

ception harmless is thus doomed from the start. The consequence is her 

grotesque perception exhibits the quality of fatality. The repetition 

of images of dissolution and insubstantiality that appear throughout 
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the novel show the inevitability of Maggie's destruction. This sense 

of inevitability is especially evident in the 1893 edition of the novel 

which associates Maggie's death with her grotesque perception of a fat 

man who attempts to solicit her. Her perception of him shows her 

utterly entrapped by her subjective vision of the demonic and terri

fying: 

When almost to the river the girl saw a great figure. On going 
forward she perceived it to be a huge fat man in torn and 
greasy garments. His grey hair straggled down over his fore
head. His small, bleared eyes, sparkling from amidst great 
rolls of red fat, swept eagerly over the girl's upturned 
face. He laughed, his brown, disordered teeth gleaming under 
a grey, grizzled moustache from which beer-drops dripped. 
His whole body gently quivered and shook like that of a dead 
jelly fish. Chuckling and leering, he followed the girl of 
the crimson legions.^ 

Her perception reflects her sense of disorder in mythic form. The fat 

man is a grotesque image of a devouring demon who threatens to consume 

her; his "jelly fish" like shape represents the formlessness Maggie 

sees overwhelming her selfhood. 

The source of her last grotesque image is not simply her 

immediate fear, but rather a whole string of past perceptions that 

characterize her way of seeing the things she fears. The image of the 

5. Note: Although throughout this study I refer to the text 
of the Virginia Edition in my analysis of the use of the grotesque in 
Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, the editor's rejection of the 1893 
ending of Chapter XVII seems to^me a poor textual choice. In view ofi 
Maggie's frequent encounters with grotesque overweight figures the 
appearance of the fat man near her place of death shows what seems to 
me Crane's careful attention to Maggie's growing grotesque perception, 
a perception that, in effect, annihilates her. To reject this passage 
destroys the meaning of the novel as an account of a crisis in per
ception. Accordingly, I use the first edition of Maggie: A Girl of the 
Streets (New York: n.p., 1893), pp. 148-149. 
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fat man is reminiscent of her grotesque perception of her employer and 

parents. Like him they too are seen as primarily demonic and threaten

ing. For example, her first experience of the fearful is associated 

with images of her drunk and bloated parents. Fatness and greasiness 

are, in her mind, inevitably associated with them. In addition, under 

the influence of melodrama, Maggie perceives herself as oppressed by a 

villainous capitalist who also is seen by her as "a fat foreigner," 

greasy with an "oily beard" (p. 34). This emphasis on the fat and 

greasy represents Maggie's perception of the relation between self and 

environment. Because her parents and employer threaten the self she 

romantically imagines herself possessing she sees them as grotesque 

monsters that threaten her with annihilation. Their fatness and 

greasiness image the dissolution of the self that continually haunts 

Maggie. 

Crane by showing that the last person Maggies sees is the 

grotesque villain she has repeatedly created through all her roles as 

the image of the fearful in her life demonstrates the inevitability of 

her destruction, a destruction that is a parody of naturalist determin

ism. What pursues her in the grotesque image of the fat man is the 

destructive underside of the myth she has attempted to enact. Because 

her subjective vision sees only saving heroes or devouring monsters in 

her life her loss of the former causes her to confront the latter. 

What these monsters represent is her powerlessness to ground her 

selfhood. 

The self-deception of Iteggie and the other characters in the 

novel though understandable as attempts to fight despair is nevertheless 
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by his deflection of pretense through irony. The self-perception of 

the characters is juxtaposed against that of the more knowledgable 

narrator. One effective way Crane manages this juxtaposition is by 

contrasting the dialect of the street with the unusually formal dialect 

of the narrator. The consequence is the characters are made ridiculous 

by their pretense, conceit, and lack of culture. For example, the 

narrator describes Pete's attention to Maggie by phrasing it in elevated 

diction and then in slang. "Pete took note of Maggie. 'Say, Mag, I'm 

stuck on your shape. It's outa sight,' he said, parenthetically, with 

an affable grin" (p. 27). As Pete continues speaking the narrator adds 

that Pete "grew still more eloquent" (p. 27). What is comic about this 

juxtaposition is that Pete's view of himself is as inflated as the 

language of the narrator. In fact, the narrator's genteel speech is a 

reflection of Pete's conceited conception of his own. He imagines 

himself a cultivated and eloquent individual. But the dialects are 

totally incongruous and their comparison demonstrates Pete's grotesque 

self-deception and satirizes it. Another technique that satirizes the 

characters' conceited self-deception is the narrator's use of similes 

and metaphors from romance and the epic to embody the characters' self 

perception. Pete is certainly not a "Knight" nor is Jimmie the "god-

driver" of the "sun chariot" (pp. 22, 28). The lose of these hyper

bolic epithets only magnifies their insignificance while testifying to 

their conceit. 

The comic deflation of the characters' pretenses and illusions, 

besides revealing their insignificance and the extent of their 
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self-deception, serves to distance them from both the narrator and the 

reader. Because the characters are separated from the cultured milieu 

of the narrator, whose language represents the supposedly balanced and 

normal powers of perception, the characters' grotesqueness does not 

threaten; it is, in contrast to the norm the narrator establishes, a 

grotesque-comic aberration confined to slum life. The reader observing 

the grotesque antics of these deceived slum dwellers joins the narrator 

as a detached observer of t-he abnormal, secure in the ironic and con

descending voice of cultural superiority. Crane by presenting an often 

times caricatures vision of slum life attempts to contain the demonic 

implications of his analysis of man's being by the comic. 

But this effort at evasion fails. Crane's desire to satirize 

his characters' deception through the narrator's inflated rhetoric 

draws attention to the artificiality of his narrator's language. 

Studded with allusions to literature and myth, and heavily latinate in 

diction, the language is derivative and implies derivative being. 

Indeed, the very artificiality of the narrator's language suggests it 

represents the characters' faulty interpretation of upper-class life, 

an interpretation derived from melodrama. Moreover, since the language 

of the narrator is a parody of the slang of the characters the language's 

origin is in imitation albeit a distorting one. Obviously the nar

rator's being like that of the characters is imitative. Instead of 

offering an original and normal viewpoint to Confront the disorder of 

lives lived as imitations, the narration itself bears witness to the 

lack of any foundation for man's being. Because the narrator is, like 

the characters, only a role, the satiric detachment he offers collapses. 
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Like the characters in the novel, he too exists as an imitation of an 

imitation. Insofar as his language is derived from the mimetic language 

of literature his speech is an imitation of an imitation. Insofar as 

his speech represents the characters' interpretation of upper-class 

diction derived from melodrama his language reflects the characters' 

interpretation of the melodrama's interpretation. The narrator suffers 

from the same lack of being as the characters; he too is a grotesque 

entrapped by a,role. 

The collapse of the narrator destroys whatever strategy Crane 

may have had for viewing the role adoption in Maggie as an accidental 

characteristic of man limited to the exigencies of poor environments. 

The naturalistic aspects of the novel alone cannot adequately explain 

the derivative nature of man's being. Crane's demonic vision goes far 

beyond any commentary on slum life. What is suggesed in Maggie is a 

strikingly modern analysis of being. 

This analysis of man's grotesque subjectivity continues in 

Crane's most famous novel. The Red Badge of Courage. In this novel 

Crane examines how men create an imaginary self to avoid confronting 

themselves as the playthings of irrational forces. Henry Fleming, the 

novel's protagonist, imagines he is a free self capable of actions whose 

consequences can be ethically evaluated for praise or blame. However, 

as Crane shows, Fleming's self is a vacuity and his actions the 

meaningless expression of forces that overwhelm him. Man's moral ideas 

through which he orders his view of his selfhood are, Crane suggests, 

illusory; they represent an attempt at self-deception by seeing man as 

responsible for his behavior. Through a grotesque imagery that compares 
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men to children, inanimate things, and animals Crane implies that men 

have no authentic being; they are unfree things. Fleming is a grotesque 

because he is both driven by forces he does not understand, and con

tinually deceived about the meaning of his actions. He is a ludicrous 

puppet who, when his strings are not pulled for him by irrational 

forces, pulls his own strings in a caricature of freedom, since his 

actions imitate only an imagined simulacrum of who he is. Whether he 

is presented as a war-crazed killer, or as the stolid veteran of the 

novel's conclusion, he is far from any authentic selfhood. He is in

escapably grotesque. 

Fleming, in his desire to know whether he is a hero or coward 

looks to the experience of battle to give him self-knowledge. But the 

world of The Red Badge of Courage does not allow for such rational 

analysis. It is a phantasmagorical world in which noise, color, and 

smoke create the insubstantiality of dream and there is little dis

tinction between men and things. In contrast to the romantic images of 

heroic bravery that Fleming anticipates, the battles are grotesque 

nightmares. The loss of freedom which characterizes the grotesque 

creature is the hallmark of Fleming's battle experiences. Instead of 

seeing men in heroic poses perform with "eagle-eyed prowess" supposedly 

"breathless deeds," Fleming witnesses actions that are brutal, primitive, 

6 
and instinctual, that make a mockery of freedom. For example, Fleming 

fights with the "rage of a driven beast . . .' the exasperation of a 

6. Stephen Crane, The Red Badge of Courage, ed. Fredson Bowers 
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1975), p. 21. Note: 
All further references to the pages of this edition will be in 
parentheses. 



pestered animal, a well meaning cow worried by dogs" (p. 35). Crane's 

main analogy for the soldiers likes their action to those of undisci

plined children who have no control. "A moianted officer displayed the 

furious anger of a spoiled child. He raged with his head, his arms, 

and his legs . . . [the captain] coaxed in schoolmistress fashion as to 

a congregation of boys with primers" (pp. 31, 34). Fleming's face is 

"soiled like that of a weeping urchin" while the man at his side babbles 

with a sound that is "soft and tender like the monologue of a beibe" 

(p. 34). What these grotesque images imply is a world where action is 

utterly divorced from reason and man driven by his passions. 

The loss of self exemplified by the above images is reinforced 

by an even more grotesque imagery, one that breaks down all distinctions 

between men and things. Men are in the chaos of battle "carried along 

. . . like exasperated chips" (p. 31). Just like "The flaps of the 

cartridge boxes . . . bobbed idiotically," the officers "were bobbing 

to and fro roaring direction and encouragment" (p. 36). What is 

particularly grotesque about these similes is that in contrast to animal 

and children analogies the likening of men to things completely 

separates the origin of the actions from the doer. Things are by 

nature the passive recipients of action because they are inanimate. 

Whereas comparing men to children and animals limits their being, com

paring them to things is to suggest they have no being whatsoever. 

This emphasis on man's lack of being is exemplified by a 

grotesque imagery that shows the dead as animated and resembling the 

living. The most appalling example of this confusion of the living and 

the dead occurs as Fleming is winning renown for himself in the novel's 
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final battle. While fighting for the enemy flag, he and Wilson wrestle 

with a dead color bearer. "The dead man, swinging with bended back, 

seemed to be obstinately tugging, in ludicrous and awful ways, for the 

possession of the flag. It was past in an instant as they turned again, 

the corpse swayed forward with bared head. One arm swung high, and the 

curved head fell with heavy protest on the friend" (p. 109). This 

absurd battle of the living with the dead unmistakably shows that they 

are not recognizably different. In the fury of battle the living are 

like the dead in that they must derive their source of motion from 

outside themselves. What is most grotesque about this animation of the 

dead is that it implies a breakdown of the normal pattern of causality. 

Actions occur without cause. The dead who should neither have motion 

nor power seemingly have both. Insofar as they are compared to the 

living Crane is recognizing that men's actions are often without motive 

or pxrrpose. The delirium of battle makes them grotesque automatons. 

Crane's depiction of man as a grotesque thing buffeted by 

irrational forces makes it meaningless to characterize him as the free 

and responsible chooser of his acts. Consequently, ethical language 

becomes meaningless. Courage is no different from cowardice. The loss 

of control and lack of self-possession that characterizes what Fleming 

thinks is his cowardly retreat from battle are essential aspects of the 

actions he and his fellows term courageous. Crane irtplies that madness 

is the motivation of both Fleming's courage and cowardice by using 

similar grotesque images to describe both his courageous advance and 

cowardly retreat. In both actions his behavior is likened to that of 

animals. There is little difference between the cowardly Fleming who 
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retreats like a "rabbit" or "chicken" and the courageous Fleming who 

attacks "like a dog, who, seeing his foes lagging, turns and insists 

upon being pursued" (pp. 41, 96). Furthermore, whether retreating or 

attacking Fleining has no consciousness of what he is doing. Crane 

emphasizes the disoriented quality of Fleming's supposedly courageous 

behavior by describing him as being in a "battle sleep" (p. 35). His 

actions are the result of a "deliriiom" (p. 105) . Similarly, in his 

cowardly retreat he runs like a "blind man" and is so disoriented that, 

like a sleep walker, he runs into a tree (p. 42). The ludicrous and 

terrible lack of self-control that marks both cowardice and courage 

makes them indistinguishable; man's experience is too grotesque to be 

ordered by ethical conceptions. 

Fleming, unable to confront such a demonic view of himself, can 

only evade it. He continually resorts to traditional ethical language 

to characterize actions that are irrational. For example, he sees his 

first action in battle as an indication of his manliness. Fleming 

"Standing as if apart from himself" sees his action as "magnificent" 

(p. 39). But Fleming's self-perception is a result of analytic detach

ment after the fact. The actual experiences of battle are "dreams" 

that "were never perfect to him afterward, but remained a mass of 

blurred shapes" (p. 35). Crane in emphasizing the difference between 

the "awakened" Fleming who views his actions with conceit and the 

Fleming who fights in semi-consciousness, what the narrator calls 

"battle sleep," shows that the evasion of one's grotesqueness is a 

consequence of man's need to interpret experience so that it confoirms 

to his conceited view of himself (pp. 37, 36). The Red Badge of Courage 
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deflates man's illusion that he desires the truth by showing instead 

that truth is the last thing he is interested in. Fleming's repeated 

evasion of the meaninglessness of his behavior can be seen in no other 

way than as a contempt for truth. It is not the truth he wants, but the 

assuagement of his vanity and self-justification in the face of his 

fears of insignificance. Although Fleming at the novel's beginning 

says he desires self-knowledge, what he seeks'is new affirmations for 

his conceited view of himself as an important figure. 

Fleming's inability to see what he is in the scheme of things 

is ironic because Fleming is repeatedly in circumstances that would 

allow him self-knowledge. Fleming has both the opportmity and insight 

necessary for learning, but he refuses to confront himself. Thus his 

grotesqueness is compounded: he is manipulated by both outside forces 

such as the war, and his own self-deceit. Fleming's inability to accept 

his insignificance and realize the extent to which he is only a play

thing of the tremendous forces around him, forces that make him a 

grotesque thing, causes his self-deception. Because he must defend his 

selfhood against the threat of meaningless and depersonalizing actions, 

he reshapes his experience to conform to his view of himself as a free 

and decisive man whose actions follow from prudence and fearlessness 

(p. 87). But his attempt at avoiding confronting the irrationality of 

experience that robs man of his being by making him a creature of 

circumstances results not in freedom but in slavery. He becomes en

trapped by his own delusions and robs himself of the possibility of 

honest perception. Ironically, in his flight from grotesque thinghood 
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to free being he only manages to further entrap himself; when not 

blinded by circumstances he blinds himself by his need for illusion. 

The extent to which Fleming is victimized by both the irration

ality of circumstances and his own self-deception is evidenced in 

Crane's description of Fleming's view of his retreat and the circum

stances that accompany it. Losing his nerve in the second encounter 

with the enemy, Fleming retreats. Unable to reconcile his heroic view 

of himself with the cowardly act of his retreat, he rationalizes his 

action as being that of an "enlightened man who looks afar in the dark," 

one who "had fled because of his superior perceptions and knowledge" 

(p. 45). He sees his actions as reflecting "strategy," arguing that 

if, in the face of what seems obvious destruction, the army does not 

try to save itself how could the officers later regroup them for another 

battle (p. 45). The problem is that the line holds, making Fleming 

seemingly a coward. Lost in self-pity, he blames circumstances, for 

"he had proceeded with wisdom and from the most rigorous motives" (p. 

116). Fleming's explanation is, however, ludicrous. His retreat is not 

a strategy, but a mad rout in which he has no self-control. He is a 

grotesque overwhelmed by fear. 

Fleming deceives himself by thinking both that he is prudent and 

that he is a coward. His view of himself as prudent is, in fact, only 

a rationalization for what he sees is his cowardice. Thinking that a 

defeat for the army would cause many to desert he reasons that "He 

would appear as one of them. They would appear as sullen brothers in 

distress, and he could then easily believe he had not run any further 

than they. And if he himself could believe in his virtuous perfection. 
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he conceived that there would be no small trouble in convincing all the 

others" (p. 66). The emphasis on the word "appear" shows that Fleming 

knows he would not really be one of his fellows regardless of the fact 

of the army's defeat. Even his perception of how defeat would vindi

cate him reveals that he feels his guilt is not simply circumstantial. 

He sees in defeat only a "roundabout vindication of himself" that would 

only "prove, in a manner, that he had fled . . . because of his 

superior powers of perception" (p. 67). Fleming despite his rationali

zation sees himself as a coward. 

But if courage is no different than cowardice, Fleming is de

ceived about the meaning of his actions. His supposed courage as well 

as his supposed cowardice are both outside his control and merit neither 

praise nor blame. His attempted rationalization of his fear-driven 

retreat by his railing at circumstances is correct but, ironically, he 

is too guilt-ridden to believe he is not a coward. Rather than being a 

coward, Fleming is a victim of circumstances. Because what men call 

courage and cowardice are relative labels ascribed to acts after the 

fact, the failure of the line to collapse is the sole determiner of his 

cowardice. Unable to accept that circumstances determine the ethical 

meaning of actions Fleming deceives himself into thinking that he is a 

coward in order to avoid confronting meaninglessness. By such an 

evasion he guarantees the freedom he sees as necessary for heroic 

action. But neither his courage nor his cowardice result from what he 

thinks are his own free choices. The incongruity between his imagined 

freedom and his actual slavery make him a grotesque: he is deceived 

by both circxmstances and himself. 
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Furthermore, Fleming is deceived in his own attempts at self-

deception. Although his retreat is hardly an example of the "virtuous 

perfection" he can imagine himself believing in should the army be 

defeated, his behavior is neither as "despiccible" or unusual as he 

thinks (pp. 56, 67). He is deceived in imagining that his crime alone 

is inexcusable. Ironically, there is no reason for him even to wish the 

army's defeat in order to justify himself, for as he learns later, over 

forty-two men in his regiment have disappeared only to return after the 

engagement. His desire to see the regiment defeated is another example 

of his attempted self-dramatization to increase his own importance for 

it results in his proclaiming himself "the most unutterably selfish man 

in existence" (p. 67). Yet he's hardly as selfish as he thinks, for 

as soon as he sees the army in retreat he forgets himself and his guilt 

and heroically attempts "to make a rallying speech, to sing a battle 

hymn in order to encourage the fleeing troops" (p. 69). Fleming in his 

overwhelming need to realize himself as a compelling figure, whether 

hero or villain, evades all possibilities for self-knowledge and en

slaves himself to his own outmoded stereotypes of being. 

Fleming's inability to confront the demonic irrationality of 

experience is exemplified in his reaction to the central event of the 

novel, his wounding. Because his interpretation of his wounding as a 

heroic act helps him create a confident self that is able to rejoin the 

regiment and effectively fight, many have seen the event as a turning 

point in Fleming's development and regard it as the beginning of his 

maturation. They see Fleming's separation from his unit, his death-like 

wounding, and his rebirth in renewed combat in unison with his fellows 
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as constituting the traditional rite-de-passage. However, to do so is 

to view Fleming in terms of his own estimation, not Crane's. Grane is 

careful to describe the woionding as a meaningless accident which, when 

set in context, has grotesquely comic dimensions. Rather than 

initiating Fleming's maturation, the wounding results in another effort 

at self-creation through self-deception. 

The very description of the wounding empties it of ethical 

significance by emphasizing its fortuitous nature. Fleming is moving 

in the direction of the battle, curious to know what its outcome is. 

When he sees that the line has been broken and the troops are in wild 

retreat his impulse is to rally them. Fleming, grabbing one of the re

treating soldiers in a confused attempt to either question or rally him, 

though perhaps neither so much as just to express alarm or confusion, 

is struck by the soldier's rifle butt and wounded. The meaning of this 

wounding can best be understood by Crane's ironic deflation of Fleming's 

attempted rallying cry into a grotesquely stuttered, "Why-why-why-what-

what's th'matter?" (p. 69). That Fleming can hardly articulate his 

question to the retreating soldier indicates that he does not know what 

he's doing. What begins as an act of courageous oratory becomes an 

iincontrollable, fear-ridden response whose mechanical repetition shows 

Fleming to be a grotesque: he is a driven thing. Because he does not 

know what he is doing he gets in the way of the retreating soldiers and 

is accidentally wounded. Ashamed of what he thinks is a meaningless 

wound Fleming lies that he has been shot. 

Fleming's lie that he is shot.betrays his mistaken belief that 

the would is not earned. He thinks he is a hypocrite in pretending his 
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wound is the same as other men's. Ironically, however, his wound is no 

different from the wounds of others. His guilt is a consequence of 

thinking that men earn their wounds through courageous and willful 

actions instead of just getting them in mad randomness. Because he 

cannot accept an existence ruled by a kind of demonic disorder he de

ceives himself into once again thinking he is a coward and his wound 

evidence of it. 

But Crane throughout the novel deflates the idea that being 

woimded means anything. Ultimately he shows it does not matter how one 

is wounded. Since soldiers are constantly being shot and shooting 

without seeing the enemy all wounds are accidental. Crane emphasizes 

the grotesquely accidental nature of wounds and death by having the 

cheery soldier who carries Fleming to his regiment describe the death 

of a friend. Ttie incident parallels the circumstances of Fleming's 

wounding and reveals the absurd meaninglessness of all wounds as indi

cations of battle prowess. The cheery soldier's friend is arguing with 

another soldier who demands directions to the river. The friend not 

wishing to be distracted turns to him with a curse only to be suddenly 

shot in the head by the unseen enemy. Just as Fleming's wound is 

caused by one of his fellows, the death of the cheery soldier's friend 

is likewise caused inadvertently by a fellow soldier. The paralleling 

of these two incidents suggests that being wounded has nothing to do 

with courage but is accidental. Wounds and death are not signs of a 

courageous and willful bravery, but grotesque emblems of a demonic, 

irrational fatality that indifferently slaughters v;hom it will. 
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Crane's awareness of how ludicroxis it is to speak of wounds as 

meaningful expressions of man's bravery is exemplified by another 

grotesque incident that occurs in the first half of the novel and is 

developed up to the novel's end. Unlike the above incident this one is 

distinctly comic and Crane emphasizes its comic dimension to show how 

irrational the world of war is. While the army is marching to what will 

be its first encounter "a man fell down and as he reached for his rifle 

a comrade, unseeing, trod upon his hand" (p. 16). The soldier. Bill 

Smithers, is hospitalized for his wound. During the battle einother 

soldier defends the wounded man's decision to go to the hospital saying, 

"Bill wasn't scared either ... he was willing t'give his hand t' his 

country, but he be dumbed if he was 'goin' t'have every bushwhacker in 

th' Kentry walkin' 'round on it. So he went to the hospital dis-

regardless of th' fight" (p. 30). Though Smithers' wound seems hardly 

an example of self-sacrifice, the woupd is as legitimate as any other. 

Crane emphasizes that this comic wounding has as much dignity as what 

one might call a serious wounding by having the lieutenant of the 

company get shot in the hand immediately after Smithers' friend utters 

his remarks. In a ludicrous but effective simile that connects both 

woundings the narrator observes, "It was as if he had hit his finger 

with a tack hammer at home" (p. 30). The meaning of this comic inter

lude is to deflate any distinction between a meaningful womd and an 

accidental one. Obvioxisly the lieutenant's wovmd is as accidental as 

Smithers' or, for that matter, Fleming's. All these woundings have an 

element of grotesque comic absurdity that diminishes their significance 

while accentuating ttieir terrible meaninglessness. 
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Crane's grotesquely comic examination of wounding deflates the 

meaning of such battle terms as "enemy" and "front line" as well. 

Because men are repeatedly killed or wounded by their fellows it is 

meaningless to disting\iish friends from enemies or even to speak of a 

front line where the action of battle is. The dangers of war are en

countered everywhere and friends can be enemies. Consequently no one 

can knowingly advance to or retreat from the front line. And if there 

is no front line the courage and cowardice which are determined rela

tive to it are meaningless. Crane shows the grotesque absurdity of 

these silly distinctions by his description of Bill Smithers' expe

rience in a hospital supposedly behind the battle-lines. Smithers' 

removal to the hospital is no guarantee of safety from the accidental 

wounds of war for we are told "Bill Smithers, he ses he'd rather been 

in ten hundred battles than been in that helluva hospital. He ses they 

got shootin' in th' night-time, an' shells dropped plum amon'em in th' 

hospital. He ses sech hollerin' he never see " (p. 134). Grotesquely 

even a hospital can be the front line and a passive patient a hero or 

coward. 

Crane's comic reductio ad absurdum analysis of the idea of 

meaningful wounds and a front line of battle where one confronts an 

enemy reveals that Fleming's guilt-ridden attempt to diguise the real 

nature of his wound and supposedly cowardly retreat indicates the 

extent of his entrapment by illusory stereotypes that make war meaning

ful and significant. Since he does not believe his wounding is legiti

mate because of his retreat he pretends it is earned in order to 

disguise himself. But what he thinks is a disguise is in reality 
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self-impersonation: he acts a part that is his to play. Neither his 

wounding nor his retreat make him different from other men. As Crane 

has shown, it is absurd to speak of meaningful wounds or of a front 

line that one advances to or retreats from. Fleming, separated from 

others only by his own sense of exaggerated self-importance, is afraid 

everyone around him will see him for what he is, a coward and a villain. 

Ironically, he is seen for what he is, but it is nothing as dramatic as 

all that. As the loud soldier says to Fleming, many men were "scattered 

all over, wanderin' aroiind in th' woods, fightin' with other regiments, 

an' everything. Just like you done" (p. 84). 

Unable to accept such a modest view of himself Fleming can only 

escape again into self-deception. He feels a growth of pride and con

fidence within himself imagining that his manliness is the result of 

his having the wound as a disguise "since nothing could now be dis

covered he did not shrink from an encounter with the eyes of judges, 

and allowed no thought of his own to keep him from an attitude of 

manfulness. He had performed his mistakes in the dark, so he was still 

a man" (p. 86). Fleming, pathetically oblivious of the fact that 

nothing he has done has made him less of a man, compensates for the 

shame of deception by greater self-deceit: his past actions now show 

he is a man of "stout heart," "the chosen of the gods amd doomed to 

greatness," whereas his fellows have run wildly, "he had fled with 

discretion and dignity" (pp. 86, 87). Rather than confront the forces 

of disorder in his existence, forces which, if they make him anything 

make him a grotesque, and acknowledge that the distinctions with which 
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he orders his experience are lies, Fleming sees himself as a prudent 

hero. 

Obviously, Fleming's wounding does not lead to any rebirth. 

Moreover, in the course of the novel he undergoes not just one expe

rience that can be likened to a symbolic death, but two. Fleming's 

first symbolic death occurs before his wounding as he watches Jim 

Conklin's dying contortions. Watching Conklin die, Fleming sees not 

heroic dignity but the grotesque parody of the "devotee of a mad 

religion" that is "blod sucking, muscle-wrenching, bone crushing" (p. 

57). Crane emphasizes the unfree and puppet-like motions of Conklin's 

death. "For a moment the tremor of his legs caused him to dance a sort 

of hideous bagpipe. His arms bent wildly about his head in expression 

of implike enthusiasm" (p. 58). Fleming as he watches this death re-

enacts it for "His face had been twisted into an expression of every 

agony he had imagined for his friend" (p. 58). Through is imitation of 

Conklin Fleming is given an experience analogous to death; he emo

tionally reproduces the grotesque thinghood of Conklin. Moreover, he 

experiences a temporary rebirth. Outraged, he turns with hate toward 

the battlefield and shakes his fist. And yet despite what he clearly 

sees about the unheroic nature of death and war he can only wish that 

he too was wounded or dead in order to be justified and protected from 

shame. After seeing the mangled body of Conklin he can only dream "of 

the magnificent pathos of his [own] dead body" and imagine himself 

leading victorioiis charges in which he is "sublime" (p. 64) . But 

whatever kind of rebirth he esperiences after Conklin's death is 
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abrupt; his imitation of Conklin's grotesque motions does not lead to 

transformation and insight but reveals his own thinghood. 

The ritual of Fleming's symbolic death is not a sign of rebirth 

but an ironic commentary on his possession by the gods of war and a 

grotesque parody of an initiation. Just as Conklin's twisted motions 

are described by Crane as resembling "a devotee to a mad religion," 

Fleming's contortions are a prelude to his own grotesque dances on the 

battlefield where he fights "like a pagan who defends his religion" (p. 

97). In battle Fleming, like the dying Conklin, becomes a grotesque 

thing without a self. Fleming's battle madness is so pronounced that 

even his fellows recognize that his heroism has an ambiguous source. 

One friend asks, "Are you all right, Fleming? . . . There ain't nothin' 

the matter with yeh, is there" (p. 97). Indeed, immediately after an 

engagement he cannot even imagine "what reason he could have had for 

being there" (p. 105) . The grotesque death of Conklin is reenacted by 

Fleming and his comrades repeatedly in battle; ironically these con

tortions become the sign of an initiation that can never finalize itself 

except as a repeated dying. Besides, as Crane's frequent comparisons 

of the soldiers to children show, the symbolic death that battle pro

vides results not in a rebirth to maturity but in continual childhood. 

Although Fleming is portrayed as hopelessly deceived. Crane 

refuses to accept the inevitability of deception he suggests. In the 

cheery soldier and the loud soldier he offers a more optimistic view of 

hiaman nature. Both these men manage to achieve insight and avoid self-

deception. According to Crane in this novel man, by confronting his 

grotesqueness, that is, the forces which rob him of selfhood and 
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meaningful existence, can transcend this thinghood through the 

consciousness that authentic being is impossible except, paradoxically, 

in the recognition of its absurdity. The ontology of The Red Badge of 

Courage implies that through the recognition of his non-being man is 

given the possibility of freedom. When man accepts his thinghood he is 

liberated from it. This liberation is precisely what occurs for the 

cheery soldier and Wilson, the loud soldier. 

For Crane the cheery and loud soldiers represent man's honest 

confrontation with his insignificance. The meaning of the cheery 

soldier's role in the novel can be understood by analyzing Crane's 

emphasis on the soldier's facelessness. Fleming observes as the cheery 

soldier leaves him that "he had not once seen his face" (p. 74). In 

contrast to Fleming, who is continually attempting to save face by 

deceit, the cheery soldier is remarkably free from any concern for how 

he looks. Unlike Fleming, the cheery soldier has abandoned all claim 

to thinking himself the master of his actions and circumstances. In

stead he views his actions with humorous detachment and accepts the 

grotesque roles circumstances force on him. He has no illusions about 

his heroism or cowardice or anybody 

little control over their actions, 

markedly unheroic: 

else's, and realizes that men have 

His description of the war is 

There was shootin' here and shootin' there an' hollerin' here 
an' hollerin' there, in th' dams' darkness, until I couldn't 
tell t' save m' soul which side I was on.' Sometimes I thought 
I was sure 'nough from Ohier, an' ot}ier times 1 could'a swore 
I was from the bitter end of Florida. It was th' most mixed 
up dern thig I ever see . . . .Ho', there they go with an 
off'cer, I guess. Look at his hand a draggun! He's got all 
th' war he wants, I bet. He won't be talkin' so big about his 
reputation an' all when they go t' sawin' off his leg (p. 73). 



The cheery soldier's recognition that he frequently does not know where 

he is indicates his honest confrontation with the demonic forces that 

drive him like a thing from place to place. Like the cheery soldier, 

the loud soldier also has learned to accept his limited place in the 

scheme of things. Fleming is struck by the disappearance of the loud 

soldier's former pride and brashness. As a consequence of his battle 

experience the loud soldier "could perceive himself as a very wee thing" 

and looks upon his past bravado as that of a "fool" (p. 82). Both the 

cheery and the loud soldier have by the recognition of their powerless-

ness achieved the kind of personal honesty Crane, in his more optimistic 

moments, saw as a possibility for man. 

The consequence of lionesty according the Crane is man's libera

tion for action. Liberated from false notions of self-importance, both 

the cheery and the loud soldier are free to act unselfishly. Unlike 

Fleming, who overwhelmed by his self-importance leaves the tattered 

soldier to die alone, the cheery soldier unselfishly helps the wounded 

Fleming return to his regiment. In a similar show of unselfishness the 

once contentious loud soldier becomes a peace maker and prevents a fight 

between his fellows. Moreover, the cheery soldier fearlessly guides 

Fleming back to his unit with what the narrator describes as an un

erring sense of direction. In a novel where being lost seems the human 

condition this soldier's sense of direction is a symbolic statement of 

Crane's belief that men can find themselves and put their self-knowledge 

to use. That both the cheery and loud soldier can act effectively is 

a result of their rejection of the warrior's ethical code for a con

ception of courage and cowardice based on self-honesty. In the context 
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of this novel Crane redefines courage and cowardice as states of being, 

not action. Cowardice is the refusal to confront one's irrationality 

and thinghood; courage is the willingness to accept them. Because both 

the cheery and loud soldier accept their insignificance they are free 

to act effectively and fearlessly. 

One way of understanding how the acceptance of one's insig

nificance creates the possibility of free and effective action is by 

examining how the rejection of that view results in loss of control and 

fear. Fleming, \inlike both the cheery and loud soldiers, cannot accept 

his insignificance. He repeatedly evades the threat of meaninglessness. 

Consequently, to both increase his self-importance and bolster his 

heroic view of himself he must exaggerate the meaning of his expe

riences. Rather than accept the trials of war as accidental he inflates 

the dangers that surround him to rationalize his actions. Instead of 

seeing the fighting as an utterly random exchange that makes death and 

mutilation entirely fortuitous, he sees himself confronting demons 

intent on destroying him alone. It is ludicrous that not content with 

the actual horrors of war he must create dragons from romance to justify 

himself. His fear reflects the influence of his reading. War is 

dramatized in literary personifications as "the red animal—war, the 

blood swollen god" (p. 25). The enemy troops across the river seem to 

him "a row of dragons advancing" (p. 15). In his terror he imagines 

that the shells crashing toward him "have rows of cruel teeth that 

grinned at him" (p. 42). The grotesque images of his romance influenced 

perception indicate Fleming's entrapment by his role playing, an entrap

ment that only magnifies his sense of the fearful and demonic. 
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Throughout the novel it is fear that provides the grotesque 

imagery of Fleming's world and the images of horror that haunt him are 

often the exaggerated products of his own imagination. In his inability 

to see things for what they are the world transforms itself into a 

purposeful machine bent on his destruction. "Since he had turned his 

back upon the fight his fears had been wondrously magnified. Death 

about to thrust him between the shoulder blades was far more dreadful 

than death about to smite him between the eyes ' (p. 42). Overwhelmed 

by the horrors he himself creates Fleming is repeatedly a slave to fear. 

The cause of his retreat is not an enemy advance but his response to his 

own wild imaginings. What is especially ironic, however, is that 

Fleming's fearful reaction to his environment is a result of a self-

important role playing that attempts to evade the irrationality of expe

rience by framing it in romantic terms that make war a meaningful 

measure of a man's stature. In seeking to evade being a grotesque, 

fear-driven thing Fleming becomes one. 

Fleming's concern with his self-importance results in a fear-

disordered perception that prevents him from seeing himself with the 

comic detachment the cheery soldier manages. Instead of recognizing the 

ludicrous elements in his grotesque perception and liberating himself 

from his fears he is entrapped by the demonic aspects of his grotesque 

vision and denied effective action. For example, once he finds a de

caying body. Overcome by fear he retreats, face still turned toward 

the "thing" (p. 47). He is repelled but fascinated. Fleming's per

ception of the body emphasizes its grotesqueries. The eyes are of the 

"dull hue" of a "dead fish" (p. 47). Its mouth is open and "It's red 
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had changed to an appalling yellow" (p. 47). On the face of the dead 

man are ants. "One was trundling some sort of a bundle along the upper 

lip" (p. 47). This description for all its horror possesses an element 

of the ludicrous that both creates and mitigates its terrors. The 

presence of the ant is almost comic, especially when considered in 

relation to the novel's comparison of the soldiers to busy bees (p. 42). 

The implied analogy is that the troops who are described as carrying • 

bundles are like the lines of ants carrying their supplies. This 

analogy deflates the importance of the army. Fleming, however, though 

he perceives the ants and notices their bundles, can only react to the 

demonic element in his perception. He is no Thoreau making from the 

battle of insects analogies with h\aman behavior and thereby gaining 

philosophic detachment. Instead, Fleming in a school-boyish fit of 

terror "feared that if he turned his back the body might spring up and 

stealthily pursue him .... He imagined some strange voice would come 

from the dead throat and sguack after him in horrible menaces" (p. 48). 

Terrible as the image of the dead soldier is, Fleming's reaction is 

hardly proportionate to what he sees. Because he overdramatizes his 

perception and reaction the satiric dimension the incongruous ants 

offer is lost and with it the possibility of humorously recognizing 

that his movements are as unimportant as those of the ants. The con

sequences of Fleming's inability to recognize his unimportance is an 

overdramatization of self and world that magnifies the fearful making 

free and decisive action impossible. Unlike the cheery soldier, who in 

his recognition of his grotesqueness transcends it, Fleming by trying 

to evade his grotesqueness recreates it. Obsessed with fear both his 
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supposedly cowardly retreat and heroic attack show his loss of freedom 

and selfhood; entrapped by an irrational fear that he himself helps 

create he is a grotesque. 

In The Red Badge of Courage Crane indicates through the cheery 

soldier's facelessness the possibility of confronting one's nothingness 

with an attitude other than conceited role playing. In contrast to 

Fleming, who is self-deceived, the cheery soldier is able to see himself 

and others for what they are and such insight gives him freedom. How

ever, in Crane's last and most pessimistic work, "The Monster," he 

rejects the view that men are able to escape self-deception and 

grotesgueness. Crane by transforming the faceless cheery soldier of The 

Red Badge of Courage into the grotesque, mindless idiot Henry Johnson, 

whose face has been burnt off, implies that beneath men's piiblic roles 

there is nothing but a kind of mindless idiocy and self confrontation is 

impossible. The faceless Negro Johnson is a monster who when not aping 

the social forms of white men, babbles religious chants in his madness. 

In "The Monster" Crane uses Johnson to symbolize the idea that 

there is something artificial and arbitrary about having a face at all. 

Johnson's facelessness represents the terrifying notion of selfless

ness. The fear he provokes is the fear of nothingness. Since no one 

can tell what he looks like, whoever he is can only be an artificial 

creation. He is a blank open to any imprint whatsoever. Because he is 

literally faceless he demonstrates the utter incongruity between self 

and role. He is always symbolically no one acting the part of someone 

because he has no face. But if man has no face other than the arti

ficial public one he creates, the face the barber makes (it is the 
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barber in the novel who is most upset about Johnson's facelessness), 

man is a grotesque thing. This emphasis on thingness is shown by the 

reaction of Whilomville's children to Johnson. When a little girl who 

is frightened by Johnson is asked whether what has terrified her is a 

7 
man she can only assert, "It was simply a thing, a dreadful thing." 

The inhuman thingness that Johnson represents is the cause of 

the violent antipathy he provokes among the people of Whilpmville. As 

the men in the local barbershop observe, "How can he do without any 

face!" (p. 40). The threat Johnson poses to the community is that he 

reminds it of its own facelessness. One recalls Eliot's lines: 

"There will be time / there will be time / To prepare a face to meet 

g 
the faces that you meet." Certainly the main occupation of Whilom

ville 's inhabitants is the creation of public faces that mask private 

fears with a conceited role playing that dramatizes what are insig

nificant lives. Because the people of Whilomville are unable to con

front the lack of self their social roles disguise they attempt to 

evade their grotesqueness through a self-deception that only increases 

their grotesqueness. Their very social roles make them faceless 

grotesques. 

In fact, the adoption of social roles is the source of man's 

grotesqueness. Johnson's physical deformity, though suggesting his 

7. Stephen Crane, "The Monster," in Tales of Whilomville, ed. 
Fredson Bowers (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1969), 
p. 46. All further references to the pages of this edition will be in 
parentheses. 

8. T. S. Eliot, Collected Poems (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 
1936), p. 12. 
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thingness because of his facelessness, makes him no more a thing than he 

is before his accident. His grotesqueness is a result of his imitation 

of white gentility both before and after his disfigurement. His life 

has always been a parody of the behavior of white men. Obviously he has 

always been a faceless grotesque. His thingness is a consequence of his 

making himself a puppet of social convention because of his fear of 

insignificance. But if Johnson's life is a grotesque parody so are the 

lives of all the people in Whilomville. The negroes' imitation of the 

white man is matched by the-white man's imitation of what he imagines 

are his social superiors. Far from being a study of racial relations, 

"The Monster" demonstrates that the creation of a self through the 

imitation of approved social forms is an essential aspect of the human 

community and makes man inescapably grotesque. 

The creation of a selfhood through parody is clearly evidenced 

in the role playing of Henry Johnson and his fellow Negroes. Henry 

Johnson, before the fire that disfigures him, may be only the caretaker 

of Dr. Trescott's stable, but unable to accept this limited role, in 

his own eyes he is a man of much social importance. Walking downtown 

in the lavender trousers given him by one of the white men, "He was 

simply a quiet well-bred gentleman of position, wealth, and other 

necessary achievements out for an evening stroll, and he never washed a 

wagon in his life" (p. 13). Johnson in the complacency of his conceit 

even interprets the laughter of the townspeople at his outlandish dress 

good naturedly, seeing in it "admonitions and compliments" (p. 14). 

When Johnson arrives at the home of Mrs. Bella Faragut, he, Mrs. Fciragut, 

and her daughter enact the most grandiose of social calls in what is 



219 

obviously a parody of white people's manners. The narrator observes how 

ludicrous their behavior is by grotesquely comparing it to that of a 

monkey's: "Ihey bowed and smiled and ignored and imitated until a late 

hour and if they had been the occupants of the most gorgeous salon in 

the world they could not have been more like three monkeys" (p. 16). 

Obviously they are not the occupants of any salon. Mrs. Faragut's 

house is described, in fact, as rather "tumble-down" (p. 15). Crane 

by implying that a fancier surrounding would not diminish the grotesque-

ness of their absurd social forms satirizes not simply the negro 

imitation of white manners, though that too is absurd, but the 

artificiality of social behavior itself. Men's relation to their social 

roles. Crane implies by his monkey image, is so incongruous as to be 

grotesque. 

The self-important posturing of Whilomville's negroes is one 

aspect of a parody that takes place among all of the town's citizenry. 

The daily social life of the whole town is a grotesque pageant the 

people stage for themselves; life is a performance in which the towns

people imitate what they imagine is sophisticated behavior. Crane 

devotes considerable attention to describing how the innocent enough 

Saturday promenade in the local park is used by the citizenry to 

dramatize their otherwise insignificant lives. The result is that the 

most trivial of events is given inflated importance. The narrator 

wryly notes that the socializing of the girls•consists in one girl 

nudging another to say "look! there goes Gerie Hodyson and her sister" 

as if this were an event of importance" (p. 17). In addition to the 

^^^i^ting of unimportant events, many townspeople see themselves as 
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personages of importance and cultivate attitudes that reflect that 

conceit. Invariably, these attitudes show that selfhood is built 

through an imitation of what is fashionable behavior. For example, 

though many in the town enjoy listening to the local band, "Most of the 

young men of the town affected to be superior to the band, even to 

despise it . . . because it was fashionable ..." (p. 16). This 

self-dramatization through imitation finds its paradigmatic expression 

in the behavior of the bandmaster. "The leader of the band had some 

of the mannerisms of the great musicians and during a period of silence 

the crowd smiled when they saw him raise his hand to his brow, strike 

it sentimentally, and glance upward with a look of poetic anguish" (p. 

13). For Whilomville's citizens self-perception is an act of self-

dramatization. 

The world that self-dramatization creates is an artificial one. 

The artificiality of Whilomville is exemplified by the narrator's 

description of its lighting system. "The shimmering blue of the 

electric arc-lamps was strong in the main street of the town. At 

numerous points it was conjured by the orange glare of the outnumbering 

gas lights in the windows of shops" (p. 13). From the vantage point of 

the local barbershop the lighting causes strange distortions. "The 

electric shine in the street causes an effect like water to them who 

looked through the glass from the yellow glamour of Reifsnyder's shop. 

In fact, the people without resembled the inh^itants of a great 

aquarium that here had a square pane on it" (p. 40). This image of life 

as an aquariimi shows that nothing can be seen for what it is, the 

artificial lighting transforms and distorts everything. What this 



image suggests is that the civilization men create and function in is 

utterly divorced from what things may be in themselves apart from the 

values man creates. Like the men in Plato's allegory of the cave who 

live their lives guided by shadows, the citizens of Whilomville live 

entirely locked in their subjective imaginings. Crane, however, unlike 

Plato, does not believe in this novel there is a bright sun outside the 

cave in (which men sit huddled around their life sustaining deceptions. 

Apart from the artificial lights of Whilomville that represent man's 

illusions of power and meaning the world is darkness. Unfortunately, 

because the light and illusion distorts, men cannot escape the nothing

ness that makes them grotesques. 

This grotesque image of urban life as an aquarium in which man 

creates a world of colors and forms to disguise his intuition of 

nothingness is supported by Crane's use of impressionism throughout the 

novel. Nothing is ever seen for what it is; everything undergoes a 

subjective transformation with a consequent heighting of dramatic 

intensity. For example, the fire at Trescott's house is perceived as 

the work of "fire imps . . . gathering to the colors . . . like bloody 

spectres at the apertures of a haunted hovise" (p. 20) . Though this 

simile is overly dramatic, it is followed by an even more exaggerated 

one. "This outbreak had been well planned, as if by professional 

revolutionists" (p. 20). The entire affair of the fire is seen in 

terms of romantically exaggerated images incongruous for the situation. 

Rather than accepting the fire as an absolutely fortuitous event, the 

narrator, through his similes, gives it meaning and purpose. 
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diminishing the threat of a world in disorder, a world that indiffer

ently' destroys men. 

This subjective dramatization of events to give them meaning and 

importance is exemplified by Dr. Trescott's son, Jimmie, and Johnson's 

perception of the fire and their role in it. Jimrhie, trapped in the 

burning house, sees his rescue by Johnson in terms of adventure stories. 

The narrator reflecting Jimmie's outlook reports that the negro "leaped 

upon him [Jimmie] and bore him up in a blanket as if the whole affair 

were a case of kidnapping by a dreadful robber chief" (p. 22). This 

image is, under the circumstances comic and irrelevant but it is iinder-

standable as Jiiranie's attempt to make the terrifying events of the fire 

familiar through comparison to adventure stories he knows. Johnson, 

likewise, transforms his experience into myth. Jimmie's burning room 

is impressionistically rendered as a "garden . . . where might be 

burning flowers" (p. 23). The flames are likened to panthers biting at 

his legs. After something in the house explodes he personifies the 

threat of the fire as a "fairy lady" who "blocked his path and doomed 

him and Jimmie" (pp. 23-24). What is an accidental and meaningless 

event becomes the stuff of melodrama: Johnson is the romantic hero 

combating a lady of unusual seductive powers. 

Although the above examples of the transformation of experience 

into myths that allow for self-dramatization seems harmless enough, as 

Crane continues his examination of Johnson's dramatizations he makes 

explicit the incongruity between Johnson's perception and the real 

meaning of the events overtaking him. The consequence is that Johnson's 

deception is seen as grotesque. After Johnson is knocked ixnconscious 
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by the flames the narrator continues describing the fire in the imagery 

of Johnson's myth making perception. For example, a spilled jar of 

chemicals under which Johnson has fallen is seen as a "scintillant 

and writhing serpent" (p. 24). As the narrator describes the flowing 

chemicals they are transformed into both a snake and jewels: 

Suddenly the glass splintered and a ruby-red smokelike thing 
poured its thick length out upon the top of the old desk. It 
coild and hesitated, and then began to swim a langorous way 
down the mahogany slant. At the angle it waved its sizzling 
molten head to and fro over the closed eyes of the man beneath 
it. Then, in a moment, with a nystic impulse, it waved again, 
and the red snake flowed directly down into Johnson's upturned 
face. 

Afterwards the trail of this creature seemed to reek, and 
amid flames and low explosions drop-like red-hot jewels 
pattered softly down it at leisurely intervals (p. 24). 

This gorgeous transformation of dripping chemicals into a snake 

and jewels is one of the most impresionistic descriptions in all Crane's 

writing. The writing is a brilliant example of Crane's stylistic in

genuity, but its artificiality is overwhelming. The writing is ultra-

poetic and yet absurdly so. Like Johnson's lavender pants that are out 

of keeping with his actual position as stable boy, the description of 

the flowing chemicals draws attention to itself for its utter in

congruity; after all, what is being described is acid eating away a 

human face. The incongruous transformation of such a horror into 

gorgeously ornate prose that disguises the terrible significance of 

what is happening is grotesque: meaning and description are anti

thetical to each other in a way that both disarms and augments the 

horror of the event. The incongruity between the event and its per

ception is both ludicrous and terrible. 
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The grotesque impressionistic transformation of Johnson's dis

figurement is an example of how in a world like an aquarium perception 

easily becomes absurd. The narrator's description only follows 

Johnson's self-dramatization to its logical conclusion; there is 

nothing that subjectivity cannot transform. Preposterous as this 

poetic transformation of the hideous is, the transformation is no more 

preposterous than that undergone by Whilmoville's citizens daily 

through their conceited role playing. They too like Johnson disguise 

themselves to appear what they are not. Ironically, however, in the 

above incident Johnson's attempt at self-deception through self-

dramatization, his transformation of the acid into "red-hot jewels" 

that adorn him, does not disguise him, but disfigures him. These acid 

jewels burn away all possibility of disguise to disclose his nakedness 

of having no face. This identification of disguise with disfigurement 

implies that all of man's efforts to create a selfhood through a self-

dramatizing perception are futile; man's roles, like the red-hot jewels 

that burn away Johnson's face, reveals only man's grotesque faceless-

ness and thinghood. 

It is thematically fitting that fire strips away Johnson's 

face for what Johnson becomes in the novel is like the fire—a purifying 

agent that removes pretense and deceit exposing man for what he is. As 

Dr. Trescott perspicaciously remarks to the town judge, Johnson "will 

be what you like" (p. 32). Like Ahab's doubloon which reflects the 

outlook of its perceiver, Johnson will not really be faceless: he will 

wear the face of those who see him. Ironically, he will mirror not so 

much his own grotesqueness as the grotesqueness of those around him. 



Insofar as men reacts the him with fear that is subsequently transformed 

into bravado Johnson's facelessness reflects their ovm sense of insub-

stantiality or lack of being. 

The reactions Johnson provokes invariably show that fear gives 

rise to a defensive conceit. For example. Dr. Trescott arranges to 

board the disfigured and deranged Johnson with a local negro, Alek 

Williams. Williams is terrified of Johnson but uses his fear to in

crease his self-importance. He sees himself as a heroic self-

sacrificing laborer bravely undertaking the care of a monster. But 

Williams is self-deceived. Johnson is a harmless invalid. Williams in 

his need for self-importance transforms Johnson into a monster and then 

applauds his bravery for overcoming a fear he himself creates. Be

cause his selfhood is entirely fictional, Williams, like Johnson, is 

a faceless grotesque. 

Crane emphasizes Williams' grotesqueness by his description of 

the negro. Williams is described as a kind of puppet; 

An elation had evidently penetrated to his vitals, and caused 
him to dilate as if he had been filled with gas. He snapped 
his fingers in the air, and whistled figments of triumphal 
music. At times, in his progress toward the shanty, he in
du l g e d  i n  a  sh u f f l i n g  m o v e m e n t  t h a t  w a s  r e a l l y  a  da n c e  . . . .  
He was the unconquerable Alexander Williams. Nothing could 
exceed the bold self reliance of his manner. His kingly 
stride, his heroic song, the flourish of his hands—all 
betokened a man who had successfully defied the world (p. 42). 

What is grotesque about this description is that it presents Williams 

as being filled with gas, that is, nothing. His heroic posturing is a 

consequence of self-inflation through self-deception. But this attempt 

to create himself out of nothing fails. Although he thinks himself a 

kingly conqueror, his actions are a ludicrous parody that reveal him 



as the typical finger snapping, foot stomping negro of the minstrel 

show. Ironically, his effort to escape his insignificance leads to his 

recreating it. 

The fear that Johnson provokes destroys all pretense and 

reveals that the source of values is a parody that makes men grotesque. 

Johnson's reappearance as a monster at the Farragut's where he imitates 

the polite forms of white gentility is not different from his usual 

visit except this tijne the parody is made more absurd by his faceless-

ness. But Johnson's behavior has always revealed him as faceless. What 

is different is that now his thinghood is hardly avoidable for it is a 

"monster, with a fashionable ankle" that "ascended the stairs" and "sat 

on the edge of the chair gabbling courteous invitations and holding the 

old hat daintily to his stomach" (p. 47). The Farraguts, as they watch 

his behavior, are terrified, but Johnson's facelessness is a reflection 

of their own. They too, in their imitation of what they think is high 

society, live through parody. 

In this episode Johnson is not the only monster. The 

Farraguts in their terror filled flight show that all their social 

pretensions are sham and they too are grotesques. For example, one 

negro who has been "perched gracefully on a railing" loses all poise 

and "simply fell over it to the ground" when he sees Johnson (p. 47). 

Bella Farragut, the fashionable object of Johnson's attention, is so 

overcome by fear that she "was crawling on her hands and knees . . . 

up the steps" (p. 47). The most comic example of social pretense re

vealed by Johnson is Mrs. Farragut. Ludicrously, on seeing the mon

strous Johnson, the old Mrs. Farragut "who was of enormous weight and 
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who for eight years had done little more than sit in an arm-chair and 

describe her various ailments, had with speed and agility scaled a high 

board fence" (p. 48). Mrs, Farragut's parody of being an invalid dis

closes her own facelessness. 

Johnson's facelessness effectively discloses the derivative 

selfhood of Whilomv;.lle negroes, but it also reveals the artificial 

selfhood of the town's whites. The threat Johnson represents to them 

is more complex than the simple fear of facelessness that makes the 

Williamses and Parraguts reaction absurdly comic. Both Johnson's 

heroic behavior and his facelessness undermine the stereotypes that 

allow Whilomville society to function. In "The Monster" self-deception 

often involves a hypocritical refusal on the part of white people to 

recognize that they are no different from negroes in their need to 

create images of self-importance. Moreover, by refusing to consider 

negroes except in terms of traditional stereotypes that see them as 

inferior beings the whites find confirmation of their superior selfhood 

and evade recognizing that they too are grotesques. 

The extent to which stereotyping determines perception and 

confirms white men in their superiority can be seen by the reaction the 

well dressed Johnson prior to his disfigurement provokes walking through 

town. Johnson's clothing, though outlandish, effectively disguises him 

from the men in the town barbershop. They are at first convinced that 

Johnson is "a Pullman-car porter, or something," certainly not an 

ordinary negro (p. 15). Because Whilomville's whites judge people only 

in terms of their appearance, clothes make the man. Therefore the image 

Johnson projects is taken at face value until Johnson is recognized as 
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being only a local stable boy. In the view of the townspeople Johnson's 

attempt at self-importance is both laughable and rather usual for him 

since "he always dresses like that when he wants to make a front" (p. 

15). The feeling of superiority that comes with the recognition that 

Johnson is only making a "front" is based on their knowledge of Johnson 

in his usual role of local stable boy. Johnson can only be what the 

town's whites see him as. The white men even recognize that Johnson's 

being is dependent on them, for one exclaims as proof that Johnson is 

only a local negro, "Didn't I give him those lavender trousers" (p. 

15). Because Johnson's actions are dependent on those of white men 

they see themselves as the superior and authentic source of negro 

society. 

However, as Crane demonstrates throughout "The Monster," the 

behavior of ii/hites is not authentic. They, like the negroes, 

grotesquely act roles to give themselves self-importance. Though these 

men are struck by the incongruity of Johnson's playing a part, they 

hypocritically do not realize the degree to which they too act and are 

influenced by roles. Besides their being deceived by Johnson's clothes 

to think he is someone else of higher social standing, they too cater 

to their appearance for the conversation takes place in a barbershop, 

a place where appearance merits the most care and attention. Even the 

man who observes it's "only Henry Johnson" does so because he recog

nizes his old pants, pants that obviously have been part of his own 

attempt to make an impression (p. 15). Like the local negroes, the 

town whites base their actions on imagined and stereotyped roles of 
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correct behavior, roles that define both their actions and those of the 

negroes. 

Johnson, in his behavior at the fire and in his disfigurement 

threatens these roles. His heroism in attempting the rescue of Jimmie 

Trescott violates the common stereotype of the comic and ineffective 

negro. In fact, so unexpected is his action that the first rumor spread 

about the origin of the fire attributes it to Johnson's getting sleepy 

and upsetting a lamp. Accordingly, Johnson's behavior presents a 

problem to the town's stereotyped view of negroes. Moreover, Johnson's 

disfigurement presents another problem. The town, thinking Johnson 

dead, can easily acknowledge his heroism posthumously and it does; many 

people feel guilty for never having helped Johnson when he was alive 

and failing to see his good points and the judge themselves stupid and 

ungenerous for this failure. However, faced with the living and dis

figured Johnson who is a madman, the town in fear rejects him. 

The town's whites in their fear of Johnson's facelessness react 

much like Alek Williams. They disguise their terror in acts of heroic 

role playing and self-justification. Jake Winter, whose little girl is 

supposedly terrified into illness by her sight of Johnson, sees himself 

in the role of an outraged father. He angrily denounces Dr. Trescott. 

But Winter's confrontation, instead of testifying to his determination 

and courage, is ludicrous. Winter's ferocity consists in "barking in 

fiery rage from a respectful distance . . . like a little dog" (pp 59-

60). Winter's bravery is a sham; he is merely showing off. The 

grotesque animal image used shows the extent of Winter's self-deception; 

his courage is nothing more than an animal's instinctive fear. 
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Though Winter is a ludicrous fool, his action is heralded by others in 

town as an example of bravery and pluck. This approval of Winter is a 

consequence of the town's desire to justify itself in its own eyes for 

its fear and poor treatment of Dr. Trescott, who is blamed for creating 

the monstrous Johnson by saving his life after the fire. As a con

sequence of fear Dr. Trescott loses his patients, his wife is snubbed 

socially, and his neighbors move away. The town is overwhelmed by its 

fear. 

Crane satirizes the reaction of Whilomville to Johnson's face-

lessness by grotesquely showing that the actions of the town's adults 

mimic those of their children. Both adults and children are alike in 

disguising fear through conceited posturing. The implication is, of 

course, that the adult reaction to Johnson and Dr. Trescott has its 

origin in childhood's undisciplined behavior. Rather than showing 

heroism the town's reaction indicates lack of self-control. What the 

analogies that are implied suggest is that man's grotesqueness is often 

a refusal to grow up. 

Both times Johnson is exposed to children he becomes involved 

in what Crane sees as the basic human ritual, showing off. While 

frightening a girl at a birthday party, Johnson's momentary presence 

provides the boys with an opportunity to show their daring. Though the 

boys are terrified they are more afraid of looking bad than seeming 

cowardly. As a result they exaggerate their bravery and romanticize 

their actions just as Whilomville's adults do. The narrator ironically 

observes that the children manage to mix timidity with courage, "None 

wished particularly to encounter a dragon in the darkness of the garden. 



but there could be no faltering when the fair ones in the dining-room 

were present. Calling to each other in stern voices, they went over the 

lawn attacking the shadows with ferocity, but still with the caution of 

reasonable beings" (p. 46) . Even Jiinmie Trescott, whose life has been 

saved by Johnson's bravery, uses the faceless idiot to demonstrate his 

own daring to his friends. Jimmie, challenged to touch the faceless 

Johnson, impresses his friends by his brave nonchalance. Soon another 

child performs the same grand feat and both parade about before their 

admiring friends much like Alek Williams and Jake Winter. The narrator 

ironically observes "They were people of another class. If they had 

been decorated for courage on twelve battlefields, they could not have 

made the other boys more ashamed of the situation" (p. 55). While the 

games of childhood are understandable, their continuance into adulthood 

can only be grotesque. By juxtaposing the play of children with the 

behavior of adults Crane does not simply deflate human conceit, he 

reduces it to absurdity. 

The fear and conceit that are the essential elements in the 

town's reaction to Johnson are also, the novel, suggests, the reasons for 

Dr. Trescott's saving Johnson's life. Although many critics see Dr. 

Trescott as the moral center of the novel, as though he like the cheery 

and loud soldier in The Red Badge of Courage alone possesses self-

knowledge, there is sufficient evidence to question the doctor's 

integrity and to suggest that he too is a deceived grotesque. The 

doctor, overcome with gratitude for Johnson's saving the life of his 

son, does all he can to save Johnson's life. At first glance there 

seems nothing unusual about such a recompense, but Johnson's condition 



makes such aid diibious. The problem is, as Judge Hagenthorpe, the 

doctor's best friend, observes, "he will hereafter be a monster, a 

perfect monster, and probably with an affected brain" (p. 32). For the 

judge Dr. Trescott's attempt at expressing gratitude through saving 

Johnson "is one of the blunders of virtue" (p. 31). The doctor can only 

defend himself by saying "What am I to do? he gave himself for Jimmie. 

What am I to do for him?" (p. 30). The dilemma the doctor is. in seems 

a real one. Certainly it seems hardly a reward to Johnson to restore 

him as a monster and yet to let him die seems equally unthinkable. 

But Dr. Trescott's action is not necessarily the only right 

one. Crane is careful to show that the doctor's decision to save 

Johnson may not be correct. In an analogy to Johnson's predicament, 

"The Monster" begins with a parody of Johnson's tragedy with a minor one 

in the garden. Little Jimmie Trescott accidentally runs over a flower 

in the garden. Jimmie is upset because "the spine of it was hurt, and 

it would only hang limply from his hand" (p. 9). He realizes that he 

"could do not reparation" (p. 9). Appealing to his father for help Dr. 

Trescott repeatedly fails to understand what Jimmie is gesturing to him 

about. Finally, understanding that Jimmie is upset over the flower, he 

sends him off, saying he'd best refrain from playing train in the 

garden. Jimmie's guilt expresses itself in his desire to "efface 

himself" (p. 1). The implied analogy between Johnson and the flower 

suggests that the disfigured and mad Johnson like the broken flower is 

beyond "reparation." All that can be done is a kind of self-effacement 

in confronting what are obviously forces greater than oneself. How

ever, just as Dr. Trescott fails to understand Jimmie's problem he 
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likewise fails to grasp Johnson's. Instead of effacing himself and 

recognizing his helplessness, he proudly attempts to save Johnson's life 

because his code of honor will not allow him to let his son's savior 

die. Ironically, his inability to efface himself creates a faceless 

monster who reveals the arbitrariness of all faces including Dr. 

Trescott's. Like his fellow citizens. Dr. Trescott undertakes a role 

that is utterly beyond him, that of a kind of god who attempts to 

correct nature. However, his effort to evade man's grotesque lack of 

being leads him to recreate it: in his effort to evade his own insig

nificance and powerlessness before an indifferently destroying cosmos 

he creates in Johnson what is finally only the monstrous product of his 

own conceit. Dr. Trescott instead of being the moral center of the 

novel is another hopelessly deceived grotesque. In suggesting that 

there are no heroes, only deluded men entrapped by their fear into a 

grotesque conceit, the novel offers what is Crane's bleakest vision 

of the human situation. Ultimately the monster in Crane's novel is man 

himself. 

Crane's view of man as a grotesque monster trapped by a sub

jective vision of self and world is not without humor, but the laughter 

"The Monster" provokes is not that of the satirist who ridicules in 

order to reform. Unlike the comic-grotesque elements of The Red Badge 

of Courage which suggest that the comic can free man for effective 

action and allow him to objectively perceive the world and himself, the 

comic in "The Monster" gives rise to a terrible laughter because Crane's 

characters are hopelessly caught in their illusions. Since the object 

of Crane's laughter is man himself and the very things that are most 
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xincorrectable in his being, the reader's laughter must bitterly include 

himself. Unlike Howells, Howe, Norris, and London, Crane finally did 

not need to evade his pessimistic viewpoint by either an optimistic 

credo or an overuse of the comic to deflate the demonic. Crane's 

flashes of unabashed nihilism and the unrelieved pessimism of "The 

Monster" reveal the emergence of a coherent and distinctly modern view 

of man that connects him to such writers of the grotesque as West, 

Barth, and Kosinski. In Crane's image of an indifferent universe where 

men reel like drunkards locked in their subjective visions, one sees the 

first unambiguous treatment of the grotesque, a treatment modern in 

both theme and technique. 



CONCLUDING REMARKS 

This study of the grotesque in early American naturalism has 

shown that naturalism is not just realism plus determinism, but a rich 

and complex phenomenon that has affinities with romanticism and 

modernism. Like the Romantics, the early naturalists express through 

their grotesqueries a sense of life's infinite mystery and transcendental 

possibilities. Writers such as W. D. Howells and E. W. Howe use the 

grotesque to emphasize their recognition of forces beyond rationality. 

Howells in his mystification wonders if the world is driven by gods or 

demons. Howells through his narrator, Basil March, even raises 

questions about the possibility of immortality. Obviously Howells has 

not completely lost the romantic sense of the transcendental. 

Similarly, Howe too is preoccupied with the transcendental. His 

demonic imagery reveals his belief in titanic supernatural forces 

that make men their pawns. Both men see the grotesque as inviting a 

consideration of realms beyond those of everyday experience. 

However, both Howells' and Howe's romantic viewpoints are in 

sharp contrast to their commonsensical and sometimes almost scientific 

outlook. As a consequence both feel a need to defend themselves 

against the threat of the irrational that the grotesque represents. 

Since the grotesque is a union of such contraries as the rational and 

the irrational, the familiar and the unfamiliar, the terrible and the 

comic, its threatening aspects can be minimized by an emphasis on the 

rational, familiar, and ludicrous elements in its structure. For 
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example, Howells defends himself against the excesses of his romanticism 

by considering that his novel's grotesqueries may point not to the 

transcendental but to the familiar and ordinary. Faulkner's dream could 

be nothing more than an expression of common jealousy. Moreover, the 

comic, bantering tone of the Marches dialogue shows that Howells is 

intent on keeping the demonic at bay by making the events of the novel 

seem a part of everyday life. Howe too attempts to evade the 

threatening demonic aspects of the grotesque. He offsets the threat 

of the demonic that Jo Erring represents by attempting to contrast him 

with a narrator who is wry, detached, and reasonable. Although both 

Howells' and Howe's attempt to restrain the demonic fails, the tension 

between Howells' and Howe's transcendental and mundane views of 

experience is what constitutes their particular usage of the grotesque 

and creates the unusual blend of realism and romanticism in their art. 

This tension between the romantic transcendental and the mundane 

or scientific view is repeated and increased in the work of Frank Norris 

and Jack London. Both Norris' and London's use of the grotesque is 

shaped by their efforts to reconcile romantic idealism with scientific • 

materialism. Norris' attempt to see evolution in transcendental terms 

as uniting man and great cosmic forces for the improvement of the 

species conflicts with his deep-seated recognition that evolution is 

distinctly non-teleological and amoral. The vague conception of a 

cosmic force ordering all things to their proper end is incongruous 

with the grotesque and meaningless struggle for survival and power that 

characterizes McTeague's and Vandover's worlds. Norris himself seems 

aware of the failure of his transcendentalism. He shows that the 



transcendental view of the evolutionary process is precisely the one 

that is of no help to the terrified Vandover overcome by a sense of 

meaninglessness. Moreover, Norris' effort to find transcendental 

meaning in natural processes collapses before his incisive sense of 

man's alienation from nature. Because for Norris man's grotesqueness 

separates him from nature, man cannot find redemption through natural 

processes. Like Norris, London too cannot reconcile his romantic 

idealism with his materialism. Humphrey Van Weyden's belief in the 

immortality of the soul and his faith in a transcendental notion of 

good and evil collapse before Wolf Larsen's compelling arguments for 

materialism. London's effort to unite the spiritual and the primitive 

is a failure. The idealist Van Weyden is in the course of the novel as 

much a grotesque as Larsen. Ultimately, for both Norris and London the 

grotesque is divorced from transcendental cosmic forces. 

Although both Norris and London reject the transcendental, 

neither is able to fully accept their materialism. Like Howells and 

Howe, they make use of the various aspects in the structure of the 

grotesque to deflate the threat of meaninglessness. Norris, for 

example, attempts to account for Vandover's grotesque degeneration as 

a failure of will power. Such a commonsensical, moralistic interpreta

tion makes Vandover's actions familiar and understandable. But this 

interpretation hardly accounts for Vandover's intuition of a universe 

in disorder and his sense of being a thing manipulated by inexplicable 

and seemingly meaningless forces. The radical incongruity between the 

narrator's explanation of Vandover's decline and the character's own 

sense of a world that is irrational, unfamiliar, and threatening shows 



238 

how unsuccessful Norris' effort to contain the demonic is. In McTeague 

Norris again attempts to suppress the demonic. He satirizes the 

characters for their lack of education and banality. Norris by over

emphasizing the comic elements in the grotesque contradicts the tragic 

meaning of McTeague's grotesqueness by suggesting the grotesque is 

accidental and remediable instead of inescapable. But the grotesque

ness of McTeague is clearly not the result of deficiencies in education 

and social position. As the novel's mythic elements imply the 

grotesqueness of McTeague is a portrait of the hiiman condition." Like 

Norris, London too attempts to evade his hopeless sense of the human 

condition by an over-emphasis on the comic elements in the grotesque. 

In the end of The Sea Wolf he had the grotesque Larsen become a comic 

buffoon villain made harmless by his blindness. But such an attempt to 

reduce Larsen's stature is spurious. The threat Larsen's materialist 

views represent is serious, serious enough to dominate almost the whole 

novel's point of view. Norris' and London's efforts to disarm that 

which they most fear in their grotesqueries collapses before their over

whelming vision of man's animality and thinghood. 

The first literary reaction to scientific naturalism's emphasis 

on man's animality and thingness shows itself in the early naturalist 

portrayal of man as a grotesque animal-like figure driven by heredity 

and environment. But from the very beginning such writers as Howells, 

Howe, Norris, London, and Crane are aware of the inadequacy of such a 

scientific view of man that easily rationalizes his behavior according 

to a causal or biological scheme. Indeed, the scientific view of man 

gives rise to an anti-scientific view that emphasizes the subjective 



as well as the objective. The naturalist revolt against genteel values 

in the name of biological science shows a strain of thought that is in 

revolt against science itself. The problem the scientific view of man 

provokes for the early naturalists is that biological science instead of 

uniting man and nature by restoring man to his animal heritage separates 

him from the world by reducing him to a mechanism driven from without. 

One consequence of this view is that objective facts are seen as 

distinct from subjective values and man is described as lost in the 

illusions of his subjectivity. Ironically, scientific naturalism with 

its emphasis on the objective caused a rediscovery of the importance 

of subjectivity and the relativity of perception. 

This rejection of nineteenth-century rationalism and science is 

apparent in the proto-naturalist uses of the grotesque in Howells and 

Howe. Although Howells in The Shadow of a Dream considers Faulkner's 

western environment as offering a possible causal explanation for his 

strange behavior, he immediately shows that a rational explanation is 

only one out of many possible explanations. For Howells the grotesque 

resists scientific or rational thinking. Man is not simply a mechanism 

that can be rationally explained. Moreover, as Howells' novel shows, 

even such phenomena as time and space are relative to human perception, 

a perception rooted in what for Howells are the mysteries of conscious

ness and subjectivity. For Howe too man cannot be understood in terms 

of any scientific explanation. Though in his A Story of a Country Town 

he suggests that environment is a destructive force, his implicit 

belief in demons that drive men shows his contempt for nineteenth-

century positivism. This rejection of science and emphasis on the 
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irrational and subjective is both a continuation of the romantic 

rebellion against eighteenth-century rationalism and an anticipation 

of the modern view of man, a view that sees in irrationality and 

subjectivity man's unique and terrible freedom. 

At first glance it seems paradoxical to see in the early 

naturalists who are known for their emphasis on objectivity and 

determinism a notion of subjectivity and freedom that is precursory to 

the modern one. Certainly in Howells' The Shadow of a Dream and Howe's 

A Story of a Country Town there is little emphasis on freedom; the 

characters are driven by forces greater than themselves. But in 

naturalists like Norris, London, and Crane the prominence of the subjec

tive and irrational frequently point to a strand within naturalist 

thinking that has nothing to do with any biological or environmental 

chain of causation. In fact, ironically it is often when the 

naturalists most emphasize man's animality as evidence for an 

exclusively deterministic viewpoint that they show that the origin 

of man's grotesqueness is not simply his animal heritage but conscious

ness itself. For example, what destroys Vandover is ultimately neither 

his congenital weakness of will nor syphilis but his consciousness of 

nothingness. His selfhood is destroyed by the revelation that every

thing is meaningless. Vandover's recognition that all spiritual values 

are illusory fictions utterly divorced from a v;orld whose image is the 

depersonalizing machine makes him confront, a nothingness so overwhelm

ing that he can only collapse before it. This nothingness is the 

nullity of consciousness when consciousness is stripped of a foundation. 

Vandover's crisis of values is a crisis of consciousness and reveals his 
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nihilism. As J. Hillis Miller declares, "Nihilism is the nothingness 

of consciousness when consciousness becomes the foundation of every

thing."^ 

The nothingness of consciousness, that is, its complete freedom 

from an objective ethical order that would predetermine its values, 

instead of liberating the self for free and creative action destroys 

it. In a revealing passage in Vandover and the Brute the narrator 

describes in naturalist phraseology an existential crisis, the collapse 

of a consciousness before nothingness. 

It seemed to him that in some way his [Vandover's] 
personality divided itself into three. There was himself, 
the real Vandover of every day, the same familiar Vandover 
that looked back to him from his mirror; then there was the 
wolf, the beast, whatever the creature was that lived in 
his flesh, and that struggled with him now, striving to gain 
ascendency, to absorb the real Vandover into its own hideous 
identity; and last of all, there was a third self, formless, 
very vague, elusive, that stood aside and watched the strive 
of the other two. But as he fought against his madness, 
concentrating all his attention with a tremendous effort of 
the will, the queer numbness that came upon his mind when
ever he exerted it enwrapped his brain like a fog and this 
third self grew vaguer than ever, dwindled and disappeared. 
Somehow it seemed to be associated with consciousness, for 
after this the sense of the reality of things grew dim and 
blurred to him. He ceased to know exactly what he was 
doing. His intellectual parts dropped away one by one, 
leaving only the instincts, the blind, unreasoning impulses 
of the animal.^ 

Norris in this passage recognizes in human consciousness an "I" that is 

neither a particular person or thing but prior to both. In the novel 

Vandover's consciousness of this "I" grows as he feels himself 

1. J. Hillis Miller, Poets of Reality (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1965), p. 3. 

2. Norris, Vandover, p. 196. 



alienated from self, world, and others. Because for Vandover self and 

world have no foundation in any transcendent cosmic order, his 

consciousness recoils back into itself and becomes a menacing emptiness 

that destroys selfhood. The grotesque beast that Vandover fears will 

swallow him in his own consciousness experienced as a nothingness that 

is self-devouring. The consequence of this ontological crisis is, 

naturalistically speaking, atavism. Because the human world is 

illusory Vandover abandons it for the world of beasts and consciousness 

is replaced by instinctual behavior. 

This use of the grotesque to indicate a crisis of consciousness 

occurs not only in Norris, but in London as well. In The Sea Wolf Wolf 

Larsen is split between his experience of consciousness as freedom and 

a scientific outlook that declares he is only an animal. In his 

efforts to heal this division within the self he calls his moods of 

exultation and spirituality physiological transformations and attempts 

through violence to become the beast he thinks he is. However, Larsen 

cannot bridge the gap between conscious man and instinctual animal. His 

violence is wanton and almost ludicrous in its thoughtfulness and his 

efforts only make him grotesque. Furthermore, as Larsen's grotesque 

fate shows, he cannot escape his alienating consciousness. At the 

novel's end he is fated to be a disembodied consciousness totally 

separated from the world and others in a prison house of self. But 

Larsen's isolation is no different than that of all men. The fog that 

continually shrouds the Ghost is London's image of a solipsistic 

universe. 
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The relationship between consciousness and the grotesque in the 

early naturalists finds its clearest and most modern expression in the 

work of Stephen Crane. Unlike the other early naturalists in whom the 

relationship between the grotesque and consciousness is haphazardly and 

confusedly developed, Crane makes consciousness the source of man's 

grotesqueness. His impressionism with its emphasis on the subjectivity 

of perception and the artificiality of the self de-emphasizes any 

causal relationship between man and his environment and heredity. What 

occurs in Crane is not so much a biological struggle for survival as 

an ontological one. For Crane man is overwhelmed by an intuition of 

nothingness. In order to evade this nothingness which he experiences 

as a sense of absolute contingency he creates roles to ground his being. 

But man's becoming a particular self by adopting a role cannot free liim 

from anxiety. Since none of man's roles are necessary contingency is 

inescapable. Consequently, Crane's characters live continually in fear 

of being exposed as not being who they say they are. Moreover, man in 

fleeing from a nothingness that robs him of being adopts roles that 

doom him to thinghood and lack of freedom. Because Crane identifies 

consciousness with nothingness man is for Crane grotesque. 

Crane's major preoccupation with consciousness and nothingness 

makes him a forerunner of the existentialist strain in modern fiction. 

Like many modern existentialist writers Crane's concern for the 

nothingness at the center of man's being allows him to see in man a 

potential for freedom. Crane's faceless soldier in The Red Badge of 

Courage is in some ways a typical existential hero. Like many of the 

protagonists in the novels of Sartre and Camus, the faceless soldier 
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recognizes his life's absurdity and grotesgueness and by this act of 

recognition is made free. He is no longer deceived about himself; he 

achieves what the existentialists call authentic existence. But if 

Crane is modern in his depiction of the existentialist hero's freedom, 

he is also modern in his sense of freedom's pessimistic implications. 

Crane like many modern writers knows that the experience of nothingness 

that is freedom can lead to a grotesque thinghood that is insurmountable. 

The characters in Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, Henry Fleming in The 

Red Badge of Courage, and the characters in "The Monster" are all 

entrapped by the nothingness they fear. Indeed, Crane's pessimism is 

often as despairing as Nathanael West's. West like Crane sees in man's 

nothingness and freedom an immobilizing force that creates grotesque 

fanaticism and madness. 

One V7ay of seeing how modern Crane's view of man's grotesgue

ness is, is by comparing him to the contemporary writer John Barth. 

Like Crane, Barth is fascinated by the relation between being and 

nothingness. In his novel The End of the Road Barth shows that 

consciousness is founded on nothingness. The consequence is for Barth 

as for Crane a sense of an incongruity between consciousness and the 

roles people act. Barth emphasizes this distinction by making his main 

character in the novel, Jacob Horner, a man who repeatedly experiences 

himself as nobody or nothing. Horner suffers from "weatherless" days 

when he has neither mood nor self.^ On these'days he is a pure, 

detached consciousness, a consciousness of nothing. Like Crane's Henry 

3. John Barth, The End of the Road (Garden City, N. Y.: 
Doubleday, 1967), p. 33. 
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Johnson in "The Monster," Horner is a faceless grotesque who can act 

the part of anyone because he is no one. Horner dons selves at will 

through the novel while practicing what his therapist calls "mytho-

4 
therapy," that is, impersonation. 

Barth like Crane sees facelessness as the universal condition. 

In the novel the faceless Horner is compared and contrasted with Joe 

Morgan, supposedly an example of self-reliance, self-knowledge, and 

self-consistency. But, as the novel reveals, Morgan's integrity is an 

authoritarian mask that disguises the fragility of his selfhood. 

Morgan has no single self; he is an amalgam of conflicting roles. In 

an especially grotesque scene, he is revealed masturbating while 

studying for his Ph. D. and then picking his nose after saluting 

himself in the mirror in boy scout fashion. His self-consistency is 

a sham; his selfhood is only the consequence of a persistence in the 

same ritual of disguise when he is around other people. But if Morgan 

is faceless so too is his wife Rennie. Her selfhood is an imitation of 

her husband's; she is whatever he expects her to be. The characters 

in The End of the Road disguise themselves as thoroughly as do the 

characters in Crane's fiction. Like Crane Barth sees in the self of 

man a gaping emptiness. 

But for Barth as well as for Crane man's grotesqueness invites 

conflicting responses. Barth alternately sees in man's lack of being 

a freedom that is efficacious and redeeming and a freedom that 

results in paralysis and destruction. Like the faceless soldier in 

4. Barth, p. 82. 
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The Red Badge of Courage who saves Fleming's life, Horner's own face-

lessness allows him to try to save Renee Morgan from suicide. Because 

Horner is no one he can be anyone including a compassionate idealist. 

In contrast, Joe Morgan is so frozen in his role of strong husband 

and respecter of human freedom that he refuses to interfere when his 

wife announces her intention to kill herself. Like Fleming in The Red 

Badge of Courage, who abandons his wounded comrade for fear of being 

seen as a coward, Morgan cannot risk any action that would show him as 

being other than he appears. For Morgan to attain being he must 

continually deceive himself about who he is, but the result is not 

simply self-deception. It is loss of freedom through the immobility 

of role playing. But this distinction between Horner who has freedom 

without being and Morgan who has being without freedom is ultimately 

a spurious one. Earth's affirmation of freedom like Crane's has a 

despairing underside. Horner's "weatherless" condition frequently 

immobilizes him completely. Indeed, in the course of the novel one 

wonders if Horner's immobility and indecisiveness are as much 

responsible for Renee's destruction as Morgan's authoritarianism. 

The alternative the novel presents may well be a dispairing one. One 

can read the novel as saying man is a grotesque caught between the 

immobility of facelessness and the fanaticism of a role. That is, to 

be is not to be free, to be free is not to be. 

If Barth means to present these pessimistic alternatives it 

is no wonder he has entitled the novel The End of the Road. The modern 

use of the grotesque represents the termination of one way of looking 

at man. The interest in subjectivity and consciousness that began with 
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romanticism and continues in naturalism culminates in modernism's 

apotheosis of consciousness. But this apotheosis instead of making 

man a god makes him only a grotesque. Clearly if modern literature's 

nihilism marks the end of the spiritual road of Western Man the 

beginning of that road can be seen in the early naturalist use of the 

grotesque. In naturalist writers like Norris, London, and Crane the 

uncertainty and doubt of the. romantics about the transcendent gives 

rise to a nihilism of a particularly modern kind. 
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