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A Research Note for McTeague: A Story of San Francisco
-19™ Century Naturalism and Desire for Re-Presenting-
Yu Otake

Abstract: This research note mainly aims to give a summary of what is known about naturalism and its aesthetic and political influence on

McTeague: A Story of San Francisco (1899). For my further study, | would like to discuss the strange relationship between the two characters of this

novel, Maria and Zercow. The naturalistic depictions of these two malformed characters shows the influence of Imperialism of America in the turn of

the century.

Preface

Frank Norris’s first novel, McTeague: A Story of San Francisco is
well known not only as his representative work but also as a
representative case of the writing style of his as a practitioner of
naturalism. This novel was accomplished in the fall of 1897, but Norris
had to wait to publish it for about a year because of this shocking story
colored by its strong naturalistic tone. First of all, 1 would like to
introduce how naturalism in the late nineteenth century is regarded by
scholars based on the argument by Donald Pizer, one of the specialists
of American literature, who gives the critical examination of American
realism and naturalism from the 1970s. | will also explore the
background of Norris's idea for writing, and look at how naturalism
inspired Norris for writing McTeague.

Naturalism in Nineteenth Century

In this chapter, I will begin with the review on naturalism and look
into it with the close connection to realism. Donald Pizer points out that
there are two viewpoints to define naturalism. As his argument,
naturalism is an “extension or continuation of realism.” (11) In the
concept of American naturalism, naturalism has been considered as
“realism infused with a pessimistic determinism.” Although he admits a
certain difference between realism and naturalism, he takes notice of
close connection between these two influential movements in the
eighteenth and nineteenth century literature. Pizer explains that
naturalists are similar to realists because of "their fidelity to the details
of contemporary life.”” In addition, naturalistic novels portray “everyday
life with a greater sense of the role of such causal forces as heredity and
environment in determining behavior and belief.” (12) In short,
practitioners of naturalism try to describe “slice of life”” (Childers 256)
in fiction but also want to show the fundamental feelings of people who
is determined by their congenital factors and surroundings.

Naturalism also shares a philosophical orientation with
eighteenth-century romanticism. In the late eighteenth-century France
and America, the social condition in which colonialists and feudalists
meet the resurrection of the middle class urges on romanticists to
become conscious of their aesthetic attitudes.’ As a result, the gap
between art and society becomes narrowed. | would like to suppose that

Norris would share the undertone of the age. Norris, who was a student
of University of California, Barclay from 1890 to 1894, might have
been affected by the tide of the globalization based on the American
imperialism that aims to become an industrial capitalist nation. There
could have been an underlying compulsion among the people in the
nineteenth century America to capture the reality less by reasons and
orders than by imaginations based on the natural elements.

Naturalism abstracts the best from realism and romanticism. It
inherits the attitudes of romanticists who tried to wipe out the
unfavorable criticism as “escapism’ by representing the reality as
fiction that is “new, discomforting truths” which has been found in the
ideas and life of late nineteenth-century world.” (Pizer 13) Romanticists
express “desire to find some meaning in experience which reasserts the
validity of the human enterprise,” and their endeavor leads to the
characteristics of naturalism, that is to say, “detailed accuracy and
philosophical depth.”

Norris’s McTeague also derives of its literary effect from the
contrasts lying in the detailed depiction and aesthetical and
philosophical meanings. Pizer explains these contrasts is “involves us in
the experience of a life both commonplace and extraordinary, both
familiar and strange, both simple and complex,” as Norris calls this idea
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the “romance of the commonplace™.

Background of Norris’s Ideas

Next, 1 will summarize Norris’s thoughts on creative writing which
are based on his educational background at the university. Norris had a
strong interest to the theory of evolution and had been influenced by
naturalism which is built by Emile Zola. Norris experiences “a
particular version of the late nineteenth century reconciliation of science
and religion.” (Pizer 9) These factors provide him techniques of
naturalism which requires observing and describing in details to
reproduce the “reality” as a form of fiction. It made him create
characters who are controlled by their heredity and environment in a
way of pessimistic determinism.

On the other hand, Norris also has a nature of romanticism and gave
unique interpretation to naturalism. Norris raises his objections about
“how persistently M. Zola is misunderstood” (85) and refuses a general

definition of naturalism as “a sort of inner circle of realism- a kind of
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diametric opposite of romanticism, a theory of fiction wherein things
are represented.” Norris repeatedly shows his idea that “Naturalism is a
form of romanticism not inner circle of realism.” (86) He regards
naturalism as one of the formations of romanticism, and he clearly
differentiates naturalism from realism.

[. . ] this drama of the people, working itself out in blood and
ordure. It is not realism. It is a school by itself, unique, somber,
powerful beyond words. It is naturalism. (87)

The argument here becomes confused but it shows his fascination to
naturalism. For Norris, naturalism means not merely a procedure for
representing things “as they really are” with “the truthfulness of a
camera.” (85)

Norris’s novels have certain relation with the quandary over the
conflict between religion and science at that time. Pizer states that the
publication of The Origin of Species’ was one of the causes of “the
conflict between traditional concepts of God, man, and nature and a
growing body of scientific knowledge impinging in those concepts.”
(3) People who used to be “required a literal interpretation of the Bible”
are no longer faithful readers trying to find the sole truth in it.

Because Norris was also influenced by Darwinian hypothesis, he did
not agree with the general idea of both naturalism and romanticism
which regarded novels as medium to convey all of the reality and truth
of the world. Norris recognizes accuracy and truth are incompatible.
Depictions in every detail does not mean to show the truth. For Norris,
“It is not difficult to be accurate, but it is monstrously difficult to be
True; at best the romanticists can only aim at it, while on the other hand,
mere accuracy as an easily obtainable result is for that reason less
worthy.” (Norris 1141) This shows that Norris was trying to find his
own way of representation in novels. The intellectual and philosophical
dilemma of the nineteenth century America required him to place
naturalism in between romanticism and realism.

Naturalism in McTeague

The influence of naturalism is obvious on McTeague from its
detailed portrayals of the scenery and the characters. The story starts
with long and minute examination of McTeague’s regular dinner on a
Sunday afternoon. He has “a thick gray soup; heavy, underdone meat,
very hot, on a cold plate; two kinds of vegetables; and a sort of suet
pudding, full of strong butter and sugar.” (Norris 5) Then the view from
McTeague’s dental parlors is followed for more than two pages. The
sound of cable cars, various colors of goods in show windows, and the
odor of ink “never fail to interest him.” (7)

Norris uses many adjectives which is usually used for animals to
depict McTeague's appearance and behaviors. McTeague often “wags,”

he “suggested the draught horse, immensely strong, stupid, docile,

obedient.” (6) It shows an uncivilized and clumsy character of him. His
uncivilized brutality is also shown in his handwriting. “His writing was
immense, very clumsy, and very round, with huge, full bellied I's and
h's.” (12) McTeague keeps watching Polk Street for long time with an
interest which animals might have for any objects in sights instinctively.

The readers might feel it verbose and there seem to be nothing
important in this portrayal. Why Norris wrote these detailed routines of
the street where McTeague lives? Norris sets the central theme of
McTeague as “romance of the common place.” He believes that “the
beneath the surface of our placid, everyday lives there is turbulence,
that the romance of extraordinary is not limited to the distant in time
and place but can be found in the brownstone house on the corner and
in the office building downtown.” (88)" Therefore, the readers witness
the street of San Francisco through McTeague’s eyes, which echo an
animal looking around instinctively with their senses stimulated. The
scenery is here de-familiarized and presents “the romance of
extraordinary” with the readers within “uneventful” everyday lives.

Presenting the details of de-familiarized world of McTeague, or, “a
little Elysium of their own creating” (181) to his readers, Norris
intended to bring the readers into the place where the protagonist lives
and calls for recreating their own truths.

Heredity and McTeague

In this story, the hereditary factors of each character has great
influences not only on their personalities but also their motives for their
acts. Heredity works as one of the forces for their deeds. Pizer states
that “the naturalist often describes his characters as though they are
conditioned and controlled by environment, heredity, instinct, or
chance.” The characters are described in detailed by using the elements
of their biological origins. For instance, McTeague has a habit of
drinking originated in his father. His wife Trina and her family is a
German Swiss family. Their recognition that thrift and discipline are
consequential virtues are rooted from their German genealogy.

Genealogy and monomaniac attachment to thing is apparent. Trina
gradually reveals her stinginess and abnormal adherence to gold.
Another character, Maria Macapa is from Mexico, she is a middle-aged
Spanish- American who works in a flat as a maid and collects junks
from neighbors. Everyone in the flat knows nothing about her except “a
legend to the effect that Maria’s people had been at one time immensely
wealthy in Central America.” (16) Zerkow, a junk-shop owner, is a
Polish Jew, and is characterized by a stereo-typed Jewishness. “It was
impossible to look at Zerkow and not know instantly that greed-
inordinate, insatiable greed was the dominant passion of the man.” (28)
As the story proceeds, each of their natural inherent leads them
eccentricity which they notice it but “can’t help it” because “it’s a good
fault.” (141)
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Maria and Zerkow

In this chapter, I would like to proceed my arguments about the
“mania” (135) and eccentricity of the deeds of Maria and Zerkow;, then
consider the link between their eccentricity and “a compensating
humanistic value which seems to be inconsistent with their sanity.
Pizer points out that the naturalist “also suggests a compensating
humanistic value in his characters or their fates which affirms the
significance of the individual and of his life.” (13) I would like to
consider about this “value” in regard with the representation of Maria
and Zerkow.

Here | focus on how Maria and Zerkow act out their desires in their
relationship. They are married because they thought of some profits
from their relationship. They thought the state of marriage could make
their desire fulfilled. Strangely, they maintain their connection just to
tell and listen to the story about gold plates which Maria might have
had. Maria tells this story to Zerkow because he is the only listener who
believes her stories. On the other hand, Zerkow tries to attain his desire
for gold by listening to her stories. He represents her story as gold in his
mania for collecting junks. Maria and Zerkow establish their bond for
representing their desire in the imagination. Their relationship relies on
talking and listening the fabricated story of Maria’s gold plates that do
not exist. That is to say, their existences depend on the imperceptible
exchange value.

Maria and Zerkow have “a wretched, sickly, child with not even
strength nor enough nor wits to cry.” (134) This “strange, hybrid little
being”” who had some blood mixed: Hebrew, the Pole, and the
Spaniard” (135) had no name and died in two weeks. This infant
symbolizes the unproductivity of its parents. Norris explains the
function of the child in the story. “The trouble and turmoil of her mind
consequent upon the birth of her child seemed to have readjusted her
disordered ideas upon this point.”(136) The child was also a thing
which represents Zerkow's desire for imperceptible story of Maria. One
day, Zerkow killed Maria because she did not tell the story of gold
dishes. Maria’s murder by Zerkow shows “the need to end
representation” and “the desire to represent” as Walter Benn Michaels
states as the nature of naturalism"i, Zerkow has the desire to represent,
and the need to end representation, therefore he killed Maria who
refuses telling stories.

Commaodity fetishism seems to ascribe to the attributes of persons.
However, “fetishism for some object cannot consist in an extension of
personhood to commaodities, since the only way a person can get to be a
person in the first place is by articulating in his or her nature the double
nature of the commodity.” (Michaels 26) It could be said that the
personalities do not decide the natures of commodities but commodities
define the personalities. The direction of power to represent is toward
persons from objects.

In the late nineteenth century America, the fear for free coinage of

silver brought the fear for losing the power to purchase things. It seems
natural that people became to have desire for getting and saving gold
for its character which cannot be counterfeited and guaranteed its power
to enter into the market. Gold has no meanings if it exists not for
exchanging value but only for collecting. The death of the child implies
that Zerkow?’s desire for possession, which could not exist only for the
desire for collecting.

For understanding the power to purchase things with currency, it is
useful to look at the culture of consumption. Maria uses her income to
buy cloths “... trying to dress like the girls who tended to the soda-water
fountain in the candy store on the corner. She was sick with envy of
these young women. They were in the world, they were elegant, they
were debonair, they had their ‘young men.”” (23) It is natural for Maria
to envy the town girls who are beautiful and stylish in a busy town of
San Francisco in a culture of consumption and fast-growing market.
Their superficial and showy lifestyle are influenced by materialistic
capitalism. Maria tries to represent or mimic the bright culture of
consumption by herself. Here, gold triggers Maria’s desire for
purchasing and imitate/re-present her desired objects.

In contrast of Maria, who differentiates her desire for being like the
girls and the desired objects (the materialistic town girls) by her entry
into the capitalistic market, Zerkow identifies the story of gold plates
narrated by Maria and the gold itself. He forces her to tell the story
about the plates to make gold be appeared before him. Each repetition
of her words enables him to “see that wonderful plate before him, there
on the table, under his eyes” shaping both his desire and his
disappointment when Maria finally refuses to tell it another time.”
(Michaels 158) Zerkow killed Maria because she robbed Zerkow of his
chance of representing his own gold.

Maria and Zerkow are dependent on the “junk” because they are able
to fulfill their desire through the representability of the junk collected by
themselves. Maria earns money selling junk to buy cloths and Zerkow
collects junk and identifies them with the gold that are told in Maria’s
uncertain story of gold plates. Junk, like a relic of old age, doesn’t
acquire the exchange value in itself, but both of Maria and Zerkow use
them as media for re-present their desire."i Junk, or the remains of the
past give these poor immigrants a power to represent in a busy
metropolis of the nineteenth American capitalism and expansionism.
Through the depictions of the characters with the technique of
naturalism, Norris draws the desire for the endangered potentiality to
represent, or the power to resist the violent current of economic and
cultural globalization in his own humoristic and cynical way.
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i Norris shows a romantic episode of the two aged, Miss Baker and
Old Grannis in McTeague. Their first conversation is awkward but it
highlights “the long retarded romance of their commonplace and
uneventful lives” (182) in the naturalistic and grotesque incidents of the
story.

il As widely known, Darwin published The Origin of Species (1858)
very much inspired by the sole discovery of the principle of natural
selection by Alfred Russel Wallace. Darwin has been convinced by the
idea of the mutability of species which is now called as evolution.

v Donald Pizer, The Theory and Practice of American Literary
Naturalism: Selected Essays and Reviews (1993), p. 88.

Vommees , p. 88.

Vi Michaels, Walter Benn, The Gold Standard and the Logic of
Naturalism, Berkeley: U of California P, 1987.p. 26.

vil oo , The Gold Standard and the Logic of Naturalism, Berkeley: U
of California P, 1987. p. 139.
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viii. Michaels acknowledge the representability of gold and junk.
“Junk, like language, can represent gold only because, for Norris, gold,
like language, is already a representation. Loving language and loving
gold, Zerkow also loves the junk that is the material condition of their
representability and hence of their identity.” (Michaels 159) The
marriage and the death of their infant demonstrates their “commodity
fetishism” for gold through junk and the failure of representation.
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Horiki's aged mother brought in a tray with two dishes of jelly.
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I also spooned my bowl of jelly. It tasted watery, and when I came to the
piece of fruit at the bottom, it was not fruit after all, but a substance I
could not identify.
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"The Yozo we knew was so easy-going and amusing, and if only he
hadn't drunk—no, even though he did drink—he was a good boy, an
angel."
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Old pond...frogs
Jumped in -
Sound of water. (L.Hearn)

The ancient pond—
A frog jumps in,
The sound of the water. (D.Keene)
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One day he came to my room to play. He was waving a brightly
colored picture which he proudly displayed. "It's a picture of a ghost," he
explained.

KEQRN s T RS, VHIL SRS #r— N2\ Q44 Ta picture; ~
B 5507 TR QK- Ta ghosty VBRSO RS | RO |
<e<R %bﬁﬁhfu%%@%ﬁté@%o%) HESWINY S N—) | QEE
NRPOREDS Ko LRV 510

Mon” DRPEB g0 &0’ RIDZ OO
MRBKELO PHE=N QH®MT Y BoRLKREQHSEQ" <3
SERECHWET | NIMp#-42°

Mo 205 46587



£ ] BEWR O WVEIE OB 42°
FEECHEI NS |
M Qe RIn&E°

J
MRS NRBRILQERRMN S~

I took from my bookshelf a volume of Modigliani reproductions, and
showed Takeichi the familiar nudes with skin the color of burnished
copper. "How about these? Do you suppose they're ghosts too?"

"They're terrific." Takeichi widened his eyes in admiration. "This one
looks like a horse out of hell."

"They really are ghosts then, aren't they?"

"I wish I could paint pictures of ghosts like that," said Takeichi.
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I could see through the tall windows behind my bench the evening sky
glowing in the sunset. Seagulls were flying by in a line which somehow
suggested the curve of a women's body.
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Even my elder brother, who was rarely given to mirth, burst out

laughing and commented in intolerably affectionate tones, "That doesn't
look so good on you, Yozo."
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"A book would be best, I suppose,” my brother said seriously.

KEZ SNAN AW I IR NS NEOWER S

My brother took a flashbulb photograph of me performing my dance.
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I sent off barrages of telegrams begging for money of my father, my
brothers and my sisters by turns.
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My elder brother, acting on behalf of my father, there-upon addressed
me a long, sternly phrased letter, warning me to change my ways.
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They apparently were sent by my brothers without my father's
knowledge.
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though I gathered that it actually came from my brothers as usual.
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my eldest brother and Flat-fish came, to my great surprise, to take me
out.
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My brother scrupulously carried out his promise.
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The chief difference is that the I of Omoide is still a human being with
recognizable bursts of affection for his family and other people.
Although he dislikes his elder brother, he by no means considers him a
total stranger:

My brother knew I had been collecting unusual insects. The paper
bag he offered me rustled with the clawing of insect-legs inside.
That faint sound told me of a brother's love.

What a contrast with the cold, utterly unsympathetic elder brother
described in No Longer Human!
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(1) Osamu Dazai, translated by Donald Keene No Longer Humany ,
Tuttle Publishing, copyright 1958 by New Directions Publishing
Corporation
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