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Th e Nature of the Beast
Scientifi c Theories of Race and Sexuality in McTeague

Rebecca Nisetich, University of Connecticut, Storrs

In “The Experimental Novel,” Emile Zola defi nes the “naturalistic novel-
ist” as “both observer and experimenter”:

The observer in him presents data as he has observed them, determines 
the point of departure, establishes the solid ground on which his char-
acters will stand and his phenomena take place. Then the experimenter 
appears and institutes the experiment, that is, sets the characters of a 
particular story in motion, in order to show that the series of events 
therein will be those demanded by the determinism of the phenomena 
under study. (166)

In McTeague (1899), Frank Norris adopts Zola’s method, creating a liter-
ary “experiment” that posits sexual desire as the driving force that sets 
his characters in motion. A thorough study of manifestations of desire in 
the novel exposes an underlying threat: the plural and uncontainable na-
ture of sexual desire itself. Desire permeates every aspect of the characters’ 
lives, not simply their perverse sexual behaviors but also their uncontrol-
lable emotions and outbursts of physical violence. Ultimately, it destroys 
them.

As Siobhan Somerville contends, emerging notions of sexuality in the 
turn-of-the-century U.S. were profoundly infl uenced by the scientifi c dis-
course on race (“Scientifi c Racism” 4). Norris was fi rmly committed to 
the period’s “scientifi c” conceptions of both sexuality and race,1 and in 
McTeague he confi gures sexual perversity as both an inherited racial trait 
and an infectious disease. Like other naturalists, he thus confronts his pre-
dominantly white audience with what June Howard terms “the ultimate 
terror”: “the loss of stable personal identity, the collapse of self into Other” 
(95). In the novel’s conclusion in Death Valley, however, he dramatizes a 
kind of fatal assimilation of the Other into whiteness, allowing readers 
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to take part in a voyeuristic exploration of deviant, racialized sexualities 
without the threat of contagion.

At the time Norris was composing McTeague, the term race could refer 
to groups of people defi ned not only in terms of color but also in terms of 
genealogy, nationality, class, and religion. The scientifi c discourse on race 
effectively placed human beings in a hierarchy of categories that posited 
the Anglo-Saxon, or “Nordic,” race as the highest achievement of human 
evolution, higher even than other races, or ethnicities, that today would 
be considered equally white.2 In this milieu, “white” meant “native” (itself 
an ambiguous and contradictory designation), Anglo-Saxon, and usually 
middle to upper class. It is easy to see how, in these circumstances, racial 
categorization became increasingly attractive to so-called “native” Anglo-
Americans who needed new ways to distinguish themselves from an in-
creasing infl ux of immigrants whose skin color might resemble their own 
but whom they could consider biologically, developmentally, and morally 
inferior by “racial othering” (Jacobson 7).

Out of this milieu grew the fi eld of eugenics. Defi ned by Francis 
Galton in his 1883 Inquiries into the Human Faculty and Its Development 
as “the science of improving [racial] stock” (qtd. in Somerville, “Scientifi c 
Racism” 30), eugenics essentially applied Darwin’s deterministic theory of 
natural selection to the artifi cial selection of human beings. With its ex-
plicit mission to strengthen the Anglo-Saxon race through selective sexual 
reproduction, the eugenics movement in the U.S. merged discussions of 
race and sexuality.3 Under the logic of biological determinism, those who 
were less “fi t” to survive, such as sexual perverts, should theoretically die 
out. But the eradication of perverts could not be left entirely to natural 
selection, for sexual “perversities” were not only racial traits that could be 
spread through reproduction but also social diseases that threatened to 
infect the masses.

One such perversity treated in McTeague is homoeroticism. In 
“Reconsidering McTeague’s ‘Mac’ and ‘Mark,’” Denise Cruz notes the 
similarities between McTeague’s interactions with Marcus and those with 
Trina, concluding that “McTeague and Marcus are much more than just 
‘pals.’” “In the 1890s,” she writes, “the word pal referred not just to a 
friend but also to a ‘partner or accomplice in an activity (originally always 
a criminal one)’” (497). McTeague, of course, will eventually become a 
hunted criminal after he murders Trina, and Marcus, too, is an accom-
plice to crime of sorts as long as he keeps silent about his pal’s illegal den-
tal practice. More to the point here is Cruz’s argument that Norris “ul-
timately posits desire between men . . . as much more insidious” than 
heterosexual desire (490).
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As Cruz shows, Norris supplied many hints of a desire between 
McTeague and Marcus that alert contemporary readers would have found 
unsavory. The two have affectionate pet names for each other—“Mark” 
and “Mac”—and Mark is “the dentist’s one intimate friend” (10). On 
Sunday afternoons and on holidays, “it had been a custom of the two 
friends to take long walks” together, and they experience “a great plea-
sure in each other’s company, but silently and with reservation, having 
the masculine horror of any demonstration of friendship” (32). The clue 
that something more than camaraderie connects the two men is the word 
“horror,” an exaggeration of typical male reticence that hints at an uncon-
scious homophobic reaction to the love that dare not speak its name.

Given that Marcus “liked all girls pretty well” (34), it is easy to over-
look his homoerotic tendencies. Yet even in his courting of Trina he has 
hardly been ardent, for he “confi ned himself to merely speaking . . . to 
pleading with her . . . to wooing her at a distance” (52). Marcus’s hands-
off approach perhaps speaks to his actual lack of interest. In truth, he 
seems more invested in his relationship with McTeague. When the two 
are bachelors, Marcus often visits his pal’s apartment “in all sorts of un-
dress” (38) and frequently assumes a “pose” he feels is “certain of impress-
ing the dentist” (12). After McTeague begins courting Trina, Marcus re-
peatedly voices his jealousy, and here the description is signifi cant: “He 
remembered his pose from time to time. He made McTeague unhappy and 
bewildered by wringing his hand, by venting sighs that seemed to tear his 
heart out, or by giving evidences of an infi nite melancholy” (48; empha-
sis mine). Marcus’s “pose” as a grieving thwarted lover seems intended to 
punish McTeague by making him feel guilty for taking Trina, but the ef-
fort it takes to remember the melodramatic pose likely indicates a need to 
disguise, through parodic exaggeration, his sincere jealousy of Trina for 
stealing Mac.

Norris also indicates homoerotic desire by employing “narrative jux-
taposition” (Cruz 490) to suggest an underlying similarity in McTeague’s 
relationships with Marcus and Trina. One such juxtaposition is the piv-
otal role chance plays in establishing those relationships. McTeague hap-
pens to sit in the same booth as Marcus at the car conductors’ coffee joint 
and then makes the fortuitous “discovery” that they both live in the same 
building (10). It then so happens that Marcus’s cousin Trina breaks a tooth 
and winds up being escorted by Marcus to the dental parlors of his new 
pal. The narrator is referring to McTeague and Trina when he asserts that 
“[c]hance had brought them face to face” and that they are “the sport of 
chance” (53), but he could have been speaking of the two pals as well.
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Another narrative juxtaposition is the regularity of McTeague’s interac-
tions with Trina and Marcus. McTeague begins his work on Trina with 
regular dental appointments “at two o’clock on Tuesdays, Thursdays, 
and Saturdays” (20). Once he begins to court her in earnest, he visits her 
regularly on Sunday and Wednesday afternoons. This routine mirrors his 
previously established one with Marcus and disrupts the pals’ daily meals 
and Sunday strolls. And while the narrator simply tells us that McTeague 
“took Marcus’s place” (48) with Trina, it is important to note that she like-
wise takes Marcus’s place with McTeague.

A telling exchange between the men registers the shift in McTeague’s 
erotic interest from Marcus to Trina. When the dentist confesses him-
self in love with Trina, he tells Marcus, “I know we’re pals, us two, and I 
know how—how you and Miss Sieppe were” (34). The pause here is sig-
nifi cant, highlighting a shift in focus away from Mac’s relationship with 
Marcus towards Marcus’s with Trina. Moreover, McTeague explains his 
choice in a way reminiscent of lovers ending a relationship: “I wouldn’t a 
had ut happen for anything, if I could a stopped it, but I don’t know, it’s 
something that’s just stronger than you are, that’s all” (34). Here, the oc-
currence of “I” three times in the preceding clauses naturally leads us to 
expect it again in the fourth clause, but instead of “it’s just stronger than 
I am” we get “it’s just stronger than you are.” The shift in person—from 
“I” to “you”—could be just a clumsy attempt to generalize the situation 
and thus escape guilt. The shift could also, however, express McTeague’s 
dim awareness that he has chosen Trina over Marcus because “it,” that is, 
his desire for her, is “stronger” than his desire for “you,” that is, Marcus. 
Elsewhere when McTeague struggles to express his thoughts, as he often 
does, he resorts to mindless repetition of phrases, such as “you can’t make 
small of me.” The striking pause and surprising shift in Mac’s explanation 
to Marcus are, then, unusually complex speech gestures for him, signify-
ing his inability—and maybe Norris’s too—to deal directly with male-
male desire.

Narrative juxtaposition doesn’t simply indicate the existence of homo-
erotic desire between McTeague and Marcus. It demonstrates, also, the 
threat of contagion from any form of perverse, sexualized behavior. For 
instance, the heterosexual desire that binds McTeague and Trina is also 
depicted as perverse and, at least at fi rst, paradoxically homoerotic. As 
the narrator puts it, before McTeague meets Trina his initial feelings for 
women are mildly antagonistic and immature: “he did not like them, ob-
stinately cherishing that intuitive suspicion of all things feminine—the 
perverse dislike of an overgrown boy.” His “dislike of her as a woman” 
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diminishes, however, because “the woman in her” is dormant: “she was 
yet, as one might say, without sex. She was almost like a boy, frank, can-
did, unreserved” (17). She is, in other words, more like Marcus than like 
McTeague’s image of womanhood, and so the two become if not “pals” 
then at least “good friends” (19). Thus when the “sudden panther leap” 
of sexual desire drives McTeague to kiss her “grossly, full on the mouth” 
(22) as she lies unconscious in his dentist’s chair, the oral assault befouls a 
homoerotic idyll as much as it does Trina’s feminine chastity. Later, on the 
platform at the train station, the gross lust is reciprocal: “They kissed each 
other, grossly, full in the mouth” (50). As Trina struggles against shame in 
order to retain her self-image as “a pure girl,” she enters a “waking dream” 
in which she recalls her life up to the afternoon of that fatal kiss, a life 
lived “with as little self-consciousness as a tree. She was frank, straightfor-
ward, a healthy, natural human being, without sex as yet. She was almost 
like a boy. At once there had been a mysterious disturbance. The wom-
an within her suddenly awoke” (53). Again, heterosexual desire fi gures as 
a paradoxically perverse violation of an original, and natural, asexuality 
gendered as male and as an infectious disease that invades an otherwise 
“healthy” woman.

Trina’s initial sexlessness works to dual purposes, both attracting 
McTeague and marking her as less evolved. Contemporary scientifi c theo-
ry dictated that the degree of sexual differentiation indicated the place of a 
group on the evolutionary scale. For example, in Man and Woman (1911), 
Havelock Ellis contends that as a result of industrialism “more marked 
sexual differences in physical development seem . . . to have developed 
than are usually to be found in savage societies,” and in The Evolution 
of Sex (1890), Patrick Geddes and J. Arthur Thomson claim that “her-
maphroditism is primitive” (qtd. in Somerville, “Scientifi c Racism” 29). 
In other words, a blurred distinction between the sexes was understood as 
a physical sign of racial inferiority.

At fi rst, Trina’s German-Swiss heritage does not seem particularly sav-
age, and her sexual awakening seems more generic than racial. When 
McTeague suddenly catches her “in his huge arms, something had leaped 
to life in her—something that had hitherto lain dormant, something 
strong and overpowering. . . . The Woman within her suddenly awoke” 
(53). Here, Norris’s choice to put “Woman” in upper case signifi es the es-
sentiality of Trina’s desire for a man as opposed to the variability in object 
choice of McTeague’s “male, virile desire” (21).

As the plot unfolds, however, Trina’s sexuality becomes increasingly 
perverse as it merges with her racially determined hoarding instinct: “A 
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good deal of peasant blood still ran undiluted in her veins, and she had all 
the instinct of a hardy and penurious mountain race—the instinct which 
saves without any thought, without any idea of consequence, saving for 
the sake of saving, hoarding without knowing why” (78–9). There is an 
ominous note in this passage, but the hoarding initially seems little more 
threatening than the talent for wood carving she has inherited from “some 
long-forgotten forefather of the sixteenth century” (78). To indicate that 
Trina’s perversity goes beyond an exaggeration of the nativist virtues of 
prudence and craftsmanship, Norris exploits the anti-Semitism he had ab-
sorbed from his culture and from professors at Berkeley such as Joseph 
Le Conte, an “evolutionary theist” who promoted the “concept of racial 
hierarchies” in human evolution (Pizer 19). In Imagining the Primitive in 
Naturalist and Modernist Literature, Gina Rossetti argues that Trina “de-
volves” once she “sheds her gentile status”: “Trina’s devolution is marked 
in terms of how far she moves away from her German-Swiss heritage and 
becomes marked as a ‘Jew’” (103–04). In McTeague, to be marked as a 
Jew is to resemble the junk-dealer Zerkow, according to Louis Harap, 
“one of the most anti-Semitic portrayals in American fi ction” (391). When 
McTeague, increasingly exasperated at Trina’s penny-pinching, shouts, 
“Miser! you’re worse than old Zerkow” (118), readers are invited to see 
her as repellent and foreign. By the time she and Mac are well into their 
downward slide, “Trina’s emotions had narrowed with the narrowing of 
her daily life. They reduced themselves at last to but two, her passion for 
her money and her perverted love for her husband when he was brutal. 
She was a strange woman during these days” (171).

The idea that greed, like sexual perversity, can be transmitted as well 
as inherited is most evident in another important narrative juxtaposi-
tion: Trina’s and Zerkow’s similar fascination with the demented Maria 
Macapa, who, with her “diseased imagination” (30), obsessively repeats 
the story of her family’s lost gold dinner service and infects her auditors 
with her own insane desire. As Trina tells Miss Baker, Zerkow is probably 
willing to marry Maria because he believes in the gold dinner service and 
he believes in it because “[s]he can describe it just as though she saw it, 
and she can make you see it, too, almost” (121). Although he focuses pri-
marily on Maria’s effect on Zerkow, Norris suggests here that Trina is also 
subject to the contagion of Maria’s hallucination. By the time Zerkow has 
become “regularly sick” with desire and tortured to the brink of murder 
by Maria’s obsessive depictions of the gold service, Trina has begun to fi nd 
“diversion” in listening to the woman she used to dismiss as “common and 
vulgar” and to go beyond “mere hoarding” to a “stinginess” that begrudges 
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“even the food that she and McTeague ate” (172, 164). Eventually, Trina 
becomes “very intimate” with Maria, and the “great friends” compete in 
erotically charged competitions—“long and excited arguments” about 
which husband is the more sadistic (171–72)—that take on the coloring of 
the homoerotic friendship and rivalry of those two pals, Mac and Mark.

More obviously, it is the desire for gold that becomes perversely sexual 
for both Zerkow and Trina. From the start, Zerkow’s “dominant passion” 
is “inordinate, insatiable greed” (28), and Maria’s mantra about the gold 
service—“there were over a hundred pieces and every one of them gold” 
(29)—quickly drives Zerkow into a positive “mania” as he is both “rav-
ished . . . with delight” by the image and reduced to a “spasm of anguish” 
by his inability to grasp it (30–31). By the time he is on the verge of mur-
dering Maria, greed is driving him, in Maria’s words, into “regular fi ts” of 
rage during which he “rolls on the fl oor and scratches himself ” (172). Trina 
develops a similar “mania” (196), the erotic pleasure from her gold coins 
increasing until it “had grown to be her one dominant passion: her love of 
money for the money’s sake brooded in her heart, driving out by degrees 
every other natural affection” (194). Ultimately, the gold coins provide the 
direct physical pleasure of a lover. After withdrawing the last of her lot-
tery winnings in gold coin, “she laid herself upon the bed and gathered 
the gleaming heaps of gold pieces with both arms, burying her face in 
them with long sighs of unspeakable delight” (197). Norris takes the im-
age even further, in the direction of pornography: “One evening she had 
even spread all the gold pieces between the sheets, and had then gone to 
bed, stripping herself, and had slept all night upon the money, taking a 
strange and ecstatic pleasure in the touch of the smooth fl at pieces the en-
tire length of her body” (197–98). Having experienced sex with McTeague 
in the form of gross oral penetration and a “crushing down” of resistance 
until she gives in “to that strange desire of being conquered and subdued” 
(103), Trina now in her own diseased imagination controls an erotic plea-
sure that does not violate her bodily integrity.

When Zerkow and Trina lose their gold, imaginary or real, their in-
tense grief is another narrative juxtaposition, one revealing a perversion 
of both sexual desire and the parental instinct. While neither Zerkow nor 
Maria is “much aff ected” by the birth and death of their child, a “strange, 
hybrid little being” who dies nameless and genderless while “its” moth-
er is “out of her mind,” Zerkow, with his “perverted mind,” does mourn 
the loss of the gold plates whose existence Maria denies after the trauma 
of childbirth. He has come to accept Maria’s story “infallibly” and be-
lieves that the gold service, much like Trina’s gold coins before the theft, is 
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“locked away” somewhere in a “leather trunk,” and that it is to be “gained 
at all hazards” (135). His emotional response, it can be safely assumed, is 
even more intense than it had been after Maria’s earlier refusals to repeat 
her story: “What torment! What agony! . . . To know every individual 
piece as an old friend; . . . to call it one’s own; to have it to oneself, hugged 
to the breast; and then to start, to wake, to . . . the horrible reality” (75). 
Zerkow’s fantasy seems even more perverse when we detect in his yearn-
ing for his “old friend” the same homoerotic desire that connects the two 
“pals,” McTeague and Marcus, and the “great friends,” Maria and Trina.

After McTeague steals her gold, Trina has two such horrible awaken-
ings. First, “a dark, terrible idea” comes to her in the night as she awaits 
her husband’s homecoming and drives her to the trunk where she fi nds 
the match-safe and chamois-skin bag empty and where, after a Zerkow-
like fi t of masochistic physical self-abuse, she falls unconscious in “the 
throes of an hysteria” (190–1). Her second awakening the next morning 
from her hysterically unconscious state confronts her again with the rifl ed 
trunk and leaves her sobbing inconsolably.

Zerkow’s and Trina’s attempts to repair their losses by retreating into de-
lusional states represent compensations for the sterility of their sexual lives. 
On the night he murders Maria, Zerkow drowns in the bay clutching “a 
sack full of old and rusty pans, tin dishes—fully a hundred of them—tin 
cans, and iron knives and forks, collected from some dump heap” (177); 
whether by accident or by suicide, he apparently dies believing he fi nally 
embraces the beloved object of desire. The rusty junk in Zerkow’s sack is 
homologous with the sickly, doomed child Maria has carried in her womb, 
suggesting a sterility that only seems to contrast with the phantasmagorical 
reproductive power unleashed in Trina by her loss. After McTeague steals 
her hard-earned savings and leaves her, each day she takes out the empty 
“chamois-skin bag” and match-safe in which she once stashed the coins, 
weeping over them “as other women weep over a dead baby’s shoe” (194). 
The chamois-skin bag is a sexually charged image with multiple symbolic 
suggestions. Walter Benn Michaels, for example, notes its resemblance to 
“the scrotal sac,” though he argues that Trina loves the money “for its own 
sake” and not for its sexually exciting resemblance to “the male genitalia” 
(120). The “skin bag” can also be seen as Trina’s perverse replacement for 
McTeague after he abandons her or, like “a dead baby’s shoe,” a symbol of 
the absence in her life of children, real or imaginary.

The bag’s multiple meanings converge when Trina begins to save again 
with “a veritable frenzy” (195) and, against the advice of her banker-uncle, 
to withdraw her savings in gold. As she sits up at night “playing with her 
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money,” she attains both an orgasmic “ecstasy of delight” from her returned 
lover, the pleasure of ownership Zerkow yearns for, and the joys of mother-
hood. Caressing the coins while “fairly quivering with pleasure,” she coos, 
as if to a baby, “‘Oh-h, you beauties! . . . You beauties! Is there anything 
prettier than a twenty-dollar gold piece? You dear, dear money! Oh, don’t 
I love you! Mine, mine, mine—all of you mine’” (195–96). Unlike Maria, 
whose childbearing destroys her delusion, Trina can retain the possibility 
for endless reproduction of pleasure by returning her offspring to the sym-
bolic womb, “the brass match-box and chamois bag” that become “once 
more full and heavy” (196) after each debauch. Ultimately, however, her 
passion for gold leaves her just as dead as the greedy Jew Zerkow.

The racialized portrayal of Trina, and her cousin Marcus as well, en-
ables Norris to explore a realm of sexual desire that he wouldn’t have had 
access to had she been—according to the science of the day—“white.” 
The same is true of the portrayal of McTeague, who, as Hugh J. Dawson 
convincingly demonstrates, is marked as “stereotypically Irish-American” 
by his “physical features, psychology, behavior and—most conspicuously
—his highly distinctive name” (34). Several social historians have in fact 
shown that sexuality was more fl exible in non-white and working-class 
communities than in the higher reaches of Anglo-American society.4 Cruz 
supports her argument for homoeroticism in the novel in part by citing 
this literature, though she goes too far in arguing that homoerotic de-
sire negates McTeague’s attraction to Trina (491). By emphasizing his title 
character’s Irishness, Norris can explore sexual appetites and desires that 
transcend reductive scientifi c defi nitions of heterosexuality and homo-
 sexuality.

In keeping with this purpose, Norris at various points suggests that 
McTeague is fi guratively wed to both Trina and Marcus. When he gives 
Trina up to McTeague, Marcus thinks of his sacrifi ce as establishing a 
bond with his pal as enduring as matrimony: “nothing could ever estrange 
them. Now it was for life or death” (35). Later, as Trina struggles to un-
derstand the implications of submitting to McTeague’s kiss, the narrator 
employs similar language in asserting that she is bound to him “for life 
or for death” (53). And at the novel’s close, McTeague and Marcus, hand-
cuffed together in the middle of Death Valley, are literally locked in a fatal 
struggle for life or death.

Mac’s attraction to both Marcus and Trina dramatizes the threatening 
spread of sexual perversity. One way Norris indicates this threat is through 
the use of pervasive images of orality. For example, McTeague’s “male, vir-
ile desire” awakens as he works on Trina’s mouth:
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While at his work McTeague was every minute obliged to bend closely 
over her; his hands touching her face, her cheeks, her adorable little 
chin; her lips pressed against his fi ngers. She breathed warmly on his 
forehead and on his eyelids, while the odor of her hair, a charming femi-
nine perfume, sweet, heavy, enervating, came to his nostrils, so pen-
etrating, so delicious, that his fl esh pricked and tingled with it; a veri-
table sensation of faintness passed over this huge, callous fellow, with his 
enormous bones and corded muscles. (20)

Describing in titillating detail McTeague’s arousal as he works on Trina’s 
mouth, the narrator hints at a possibly similar arousal during the den-
tist’s earlier work on Marcus’s: “On different occasions McTeague had 
treated Marcus for an ulcerated tooth and had refused to accept payment. 
Soon it became an understood thing between them. They were pals” (10). 
While the refusal to accept money indicates McTeague’s desire to keep the 
friendship on a high plane, the association between his noble feelings and 
his penetration into a diseased body cavity suggests something of the “foul 
stream of hereditary evil” that, “like a sewer” (22), runs beneath his friend-
ship with Trina.

In these scenes, Norris depicts the spread of perversion through the 
collapse of the boundary between the public work space and the private 
space of the home. Indeed, such a collapse is evident from the novel’s 
opening account of McTeague’s Sunday ritual:

Once in his offi ce . . . he took off his coat and shoes, unbuttoned his 
vest, and having crammed his little stove full of coke, lay back in his 
operating chair at the bay window, reading the paper, drinking his beer, 
and smoking his huge porcelain pipe while his food digested, crop full, 
stupid, and warm. By and by, gorged on steam beer and overcome by 
the heat of the room, the cheap tobacco, and the effects of his heavy 
meal, he dropped off to sleep. (5)

This scene, with its gross oral images, simultaneously highlights McTeague’s 
atavistic tendencies (his excessive appetite and idleness) and merges public 
and domestic space as the dentist passes out in the apparatus that is the 
site of his labor and of his later sexual arousal.

Norris fi guratively denigrates the confl ation of domestic and profes-
sional space in his description of the unpleasant commingling of scents 
that disturbs Trina once she moves in as McTeague’s wife: “Indeed, the 
only drawback to their delightful home was the general unpleasant smell 
that pervaded it—a smell that arose partly from the photographer’s chem-
icals, partly from the cooking in the little kitchen, and partly from the 
ether and creosote of the dentist’s Parlors” (125–26). Trina fi nds the odor 
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“particularly offensive” and tries repeatedly to “eradicate” it, perhaps be-
cause she unconsciously associates the trace of ether in the smell with 
being virtually raped while etherized in McTeague’s dental chair. Readers 
can certainly make that association and read the pervasive smell as a fi gure 
for the power of sexual perversion to invade even the kind of middle-class 
Anglo-Saxon home that Trina hopes to establish.

This reading is supported by the fact that all the “degenerates” in the 
text work and live in the same place: Zerkow, the Polish-Jew, lives in his 
junk shop, a hovel in the back alley of Polk Street; Maria Macapa, the 
Polk Street fl at’s cleaning woman, lives in the building she cleans. Norris 
brilliantly collapses the boundaries between sex and violence, work and 
private spheres, when McTeague, in an act closely resembling rape, mur-
ders Trina in the kindergarten where she scrubs fl oors. By contrast, Old 
Grannis—besides Miss Baker the text’s lone important Anglo-Saxon char-
acter—owns a “little dog hospital” (13) that is totally separate from his 
living quarters on Polk Street. Norris does not, however, thereby indicate 
the immunity of Anglo-Saxons to sexual perversion, for Old Grannis and 
Miss Baker, it is clear, are simply too old for the strange desires that infect 
their world, though their own relationship is odd enough.

Norris also dramatizes the spread of sexual perversion through biting, 
an act that confl ates desire and violence. For example, before confessing his 
feelings for Trina to Marcus, McTeague, “racked with infi nite desire” and 
“harassed” by jealousy, is discovered by Maria “fl ung on the bed lounge, 
gnawing at his fi ngers in an excess of silent fury” (26). The object of this 
fury is unclear. Some, no doubt, is directed at Marcus, his sexual rival, 
some at Trina, the source of his torturous desire, and some at the whole 
“miserable complication” resulting from feelings that “seemed so simple” 
(26–27). What is especially perverse in this fury, though, is the element of 
masochism represented by McTeague’s gnawing at his own fi ngers. Fresh 
on his mind is Trina’s rejection—accompanied by cowering and vomit-
ing—of his impulsive proposal after that fi rst gross kiss on her mouth. In 
the weeks since then, McTeague has felt emasculated by the thought that 
such a “small and pale and delicate” creature “had held him at bay, who 
was so huge, so immensely strong” (26). Trina had been frightened above 
all by “his huge hands—the hands of the old-time car-boy” (23), so it is 
fi tting that McTeague directs his oral aggression at the source of his own 
humiliation.

Biting as a response to feelings of emasculation resurfaces later on 
when a friendly wrestling match between Marcus and McTeague (thanks 
to Eve Kosovsky Sedgwick, a now-obvious homosocial activity) turns vio-
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lent. Filled with “the impotent wrath of his own powerlessness” as he is 
about to be pinned, Marcus tries to assert his manhood by biting through 
McTeague’s ear, producing “a sudden fl ash of bright-red blood” (132) sug-
gesting a kind of defl owering of the innocent brute.

In describing McTeague’s response to the assault, Norris begins with the 
animal imagery typical of much naturalistic fi ction before shifting to imag-
es of sexual arousal: “The brute . . . leaped instantly to life, monstrous, not 
to be resisted. . . . It was the hideous yelling of a hurt beast, the squealing of 
a wounded elephant. . . . It was something no longer human; it was rather 
an echo from the jungle” (132). But at this point Norris begins to treat Mc-
Teague as somewhat more human, though in the language of a diseased 
sexuality that deprives the “aroused” man of rational control. His rage is 
“a kind of obsession, an evil mania, the drunkenness of passion, the exalted 
and perverted fury of the Berserker, blind and deaf, a thing insensate” (132; 
emphasis mine). With its confl ation of physical violence and sexual desire, 
the passage recalls McTeague’s fi rst arousal by Trina: “The male, virile de-
sire in him tardily awakened, aroused itself, strong and brutal. It was resist-
less, untrained, a thing not to be held in leash an instant” (19).

This commingling of violence and desire in biting resurfaces yet again 
when Mac begins to abuse Trina: “McTeague, when he had been drink-
ing, used to bite [her fi ngers], crunching and grinding them with his im-
mense teeth, always ingenious enough to remember which were the sor-
est. Sometimes he extorted money from her by this means, but as often 
as not he did it for his own satisfaction” (171). For Cruz, McTeague’s “per-
verse” relationship with Trina and violent abuse of her body enable Norris 
“to carve out a space for desire between men” by revealing McTeague’s 
“aversion” to her (502). But this analysis fails to account for the desire 
that mingles with aversion in Mac’s abuse. Although “his dislike for Trina 
increased with every day of their poverty,” McTeague’s “old-time affec-
tion for his ‘little woman’” (171) never disappears; rather, it is “changed, 
distorted, and made monstrous by the alcohol” (171) until it becomes the 
sadistic complement to Trina’s masochism.5

As the novel progresses, Norris continues to sexualize McTeague’s in-
creasingly violent behavior towards Trina, though he seemingly stops 
short of the brutal rape he had fi rst planned to include. In a scene writ-
ten for his 1895 creative writing course at Harvard, he ended an account 
of McTeague’s biting and punching Trina with this passage: “Often these 
brutalities infl amed his sensual passions and he threw her, bleeding and 
stupid from his fi sts across the bed and then it was abominable, bestial, 
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unspeakable” (qtd. in McElrath and Crisler 165). In their recent biogra-
phy, Joseph R. McElrath, Jr., and Jesse S. Crisler speculate that Norris, 
perhaps responding to his publisher and other advisors, realized “he had 
gone too far” (164) and so decided against including the rape.

Still, there is plenty of perverse sexual violence in the later chapters of 
the published novel. No longer merely a victim of her brutish husband, 
Trina is increasingly masochistic, deriving sexual pleasure from her abuse: 
“And in some strange, inexplicable way this brutality made Trina all the 
more affectionate; aroused in her a morbid, unwholesome love of submis-
sion, a strange, unnatural pleasure in yielding, in surrendering herself to 
the will of an irresistible, virile power” (171). And even when McTeague 
seems most fi lled with hate and rage, a trace of his old affection appears in 
distorted form in the imagery he uses to describe his revenge:

He’d make her dance yet. . . . She couldn’t make small of him. Ah, no. 
She’d dance all right—all right. McTeague was not an imaginative man 
by nature, but he would lie awake nights, his clumsy wits galloping and 
frisking under the lash of alcohol, and fancy himself thrashing his wife, 
till a sudden frenzy of rage would overcome him, and he would shake all 
over, rolling upon the bed and biting the mattress. (201)

By imagining his revenge as a “dance,” a parody of a normal courtship 
ritual, McTeague may mask a desire for the days when his bride, rather 
than making small of him, would plead, “Oh, Mac, dear, love me, love me 
big!  ” (106). And what is his frenzied “rolling” and “biting” but a means to 
relive in “fancy” the nights in the marital bed when his brutality brought 
out the “affection” in the woman who once unmanned him by repulsing 
his crude advances?

In the climactic murder scene, McTeague’s emotions explode in gro-
tesque sexualized violence at least as horrifi c as the rape Norris had de-
cided against including. For one thing, McTeague’s emotional state before 
the fatal assault resembles sexual arousal; as he thinks of Trina’s mouth, 
eyes, hair, and chin, “His rage loomed big within him. His hatred of Trina 
came back upon him like a returning surge” (203). Moreover, the actual 
murder recreates in part the scene of his fi rst sexual experience, when “the 
animal in the man stirred and woke” (21):

Usually the dentist was slow in his movements, but now the alcohol 
had awakened in him an apelike agility. . . . Beside herself with terror, 
Trina turned and fought him back, fought for her miserable life with 
the exasperation and strength of a harassed cat and with such energy 
and such wild, unnatural force that even McTeague for the moment 
drew back from her. But her resistance was the one thing to drive him 
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to the top of his fury. . . . He came back at her again, . . . his enormous 
fi sts . . . raised in the air.

Then it became abominable. (205–06)

It is signifi cant that Norris has lifted the phrasing “then it was abomi-
nable” from the omitted rape scene and included it here almost verbatim. 
For the murder is at the very least a symbolic rape, especially when we 
recognize the parallel with the earlier scene of sexual assault in the dental 
parlors and the phallic image of the raised fi st that immediately precedes 
the “abominable” act.

Here, the confl ation of desire and violence also bears some similarity 
to the earlier scene where McTeague wrestles with Marcus, especially since 
Trina responds more like Marcus than like the masochistic woman who 
has previously enjoyed sexual abuse. McTeague, we should recall, had ex-
perienced a “revulsion of feeling” (50) when Trina returned his gross kiss 
at the train station, and the narrator had lectured us on the fact that in 
the “changeless order of things” a man desires a woman “only for what 
she withholds” and the woman worships the man only for “that which she 
yields up to him” (50). Withholding everything, yielding nothing, Trina 
fi ghts with the “strength of a harassed cat” (205), an image that connects 
her ferocity with the force of McTeague’s sexual desire, that “sudden pan-
ther leap of the animal” (21) that had driven him to that fi rst sexual as-
sault in the dental parlors. In a sense, then, the murder/rape is the true 
consummation of his marriage as Trina fi nally becomes the ideal object of 
McTeague’s perverse homoerotic love. When the children arrive the next 
morning to discover her face down in a pool of her own blood “in the 
cloakroom where the kindergarten children hung their hats and coats” 
(207–08), the brutalized corpse of childless Trina makes Norris’s message 
abundantly clear: sexual perversity destroys everything.

Why, we may well ask, did Norris set out to explore racialized sexu-
al perversity in the fi rst place? One possibility is that, in his purported-
ly objective Zolaesque exploration of “savage” life, he wanted to reaffi rm 
indirectly the superiority of the white Anglo-Saxon male in the face of 
threats to his cultural hegemony. As McElrath and Crisler argue, Norris 
was a “racist” (31) like most contemporaries of his background and “re-
peatedly enunciated his belief in the racial superiority of the Anglo-Saxon, 
which over time had become . . . the Anglo-American type” (30). He was 
not alone in this belief. In cities around the country, the efforts of Irish 
and other immigrants to control urban spaces were taken as challenges to 
white manhood itself.6

Moreover, doctors, psychologists, and social scientists were defi ning the 
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loss of white male social and political authority—which they saw as sym-
bolic of a cultural weakness—in medical terms, especially the amorphous 
term “neurasthenia.” The condition was fi rst described by George Miller 
Beard in 1869, and the diagnosis quickly became so common among phy-
sicians that a decade or so later “neurasthenia had become a near epidemic” 
(Bederman 85). As indicated in the title of his 1881 American Nervousness, 
Its Causes and Consequences, Beard found something particularly American 
in the illness that, despite its bewildering array of symptoms, he defi ned 
simply as a form of “nervous exhaustion,” the “chief and primary cause” 
of which was “modern civilization” (vi–vii). To be sure, the disease was 
spreading to other advanced countries, but it originated in America owing 
to America’s peculiar climate, libertarian traditions, and demand for “great 
mental activity” to maintain its ever-increasing levels of production (vii).

This account of neurasthenia, which Beard explicitly contrasts with 
“diseases of savages” (92), is both racist and sexist. While the illness could 
be found among the “muscle-workers” (read inferior racial types) that 
made up the majority, most vulnerable were the “brain-workers,” that 
is, white males of the educated classes. “All our civilization hangs by a 
thread,” Beard intones, and if the elite, the “very few,” were to give way to 
“degeneracy . . . all our haughty civilization would be wiped away” (97). 
One threat to civilization was a loss of reproductive power in the male 
neurasthenic. Anticipating Sigmund Freud’s libidinal economics, Beard 
claims that the “conventionalities” of modern life cause “repressed” emo-
tions to “turn in on the brain and expend themselves on its substance” 
(120), leaving the civilized man, unlike the “savage,” exhausted in mind 
and body. Beard included “partial or complete impotence” among the 
symptoms of neurasthenic men (9) and described the “fi ne organization” 
of the neurasthenic body as feminine, a body “of women more than of 
men” (26). In his posthumous Sexual Neurasthenia, fi rst published in 1884, 
he asserted that many neurasthenics lacked suffi cient nerve force “to re-
produce the species or to go through the process of reproducing the spe-
cies” (154). The epidemic of neurasthenia, along with falling birth rates 
in Anglo-Saxon families, contributed to growing fears of what Theodore 
Roosevelt and others would, in the 1910s, ominously call “race suicide,” 
or, as Tom Lutz describes it, “an apocalypse of enervation . . . that might 
bring on a systemic nervous breakdown” (13).

There is good reason to think that Norris had some such fears in mind 
when completing McTeague in the fall of 1897, for in the spring of that 
year, McElrath and Crisler conclude, there was “something awry” with his 
nerves that would have been diagnosed as neurasthenia and that coincided 
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with his decision to mine “the naturalistic vein” in his fi ction (232–33). 
Lutz points out that the stories Norris wrote around this time “are saturat-
ed with nervousness and issues of class confl ict” (145) and devotes most of 
his chapter on Norris to elucidating the neurasthenic themes of Vandover 
and the Brute, The Octopus, and The Pit. Norris would not treat neuras-
thenia directly in McTeague, but when he fl ed “decadent San Francisco” 
that fall, he found in the California mining camps the “invigoration” that 
enabled him to “reassert himself as a novelist” (144) and, perhaps, to re-
store his depleted reserves of nerve force. Neurasthenic white men were 
in fact encouraged by doctors to incorporate certain traits of the “savage” 
male. Theodore Roosevelt was one famous neurasthenic who spoke to the 
effi cacy of this cure, writing in a 1899 letter to the psychologist G. Stanley 
Hall that “Over-sentimentality, over-softness, in fact washiness and mush-
iness are the great dangers of this age and of this people. Unless we keep 
the barbarian virtues, gaining the civilized ones will be of little avail” (qtd. 
in Bederman 100–01).

Norris believed in the power of the writer, particularly the novel-
ist, to inculcate such virtues, and he employed in his literary criticism a 
“phallic rhetoric” that is decidedly “antineurasthenic” (Lutz 133). In “The 
Responsibilities of the Novelist” (1902), he would describe the novel as “an 
instrument, a tool, a weapon, a vehicle” that makes the novelist “civilized 
and no longer savage, because it gives him a power of durable, permanent 
expression. “ But it also makes him responsible for embodying a socially 
necessary ideal of primitive heroism: “The unknown archer who grasps 
the bow of Ulysses may be expected by the multitude to send his shaft far 
and true. If he is not true nor strong he has no business with the bow. The 
people give heed to him only because he bears a great bow. He himself 
knows before he shoots whether or not he is worthy” (95). For ninety-odd 
days in the fall of 1897, immersed in the primitive environment of the Big 
Dipper Mine in the Sierra Nevadas, Norris apparently felt worthy at last 
to take up the bow.

While the surviving student themes from Norris’s 1895 creative writ-
ing course at Harvard show Zola’s infl uence on McTeague largely in the 
“unsqueamish presentation of gruesome detail,” by December of 1897 the 
original “noisome temperance tale” had become a fully Zolaesque “nat-
uralistic novel of degeneration” on the order of L’Assommoir (McElrath 
and Crisler 244). It was during this period that Norris conceived of a plot 
based on the determining forces of heredity and environment and created 
the Macapa-Zerkow and Grannis-Baker subplots (244–45). In this form, 
McTeague complements Vandover and the Brute, which he had begun in 
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1889 and worked on sporadically while McTeague was in the making. Both 
novels are, like Norris’s criticism, antineurasthenic. In Vandover, Norris at-
tacks the illness directly by, as Lutz puts it, showing how the “spendthrift” 
title character depletes both his money and his nerve force and is thereby 
driven “toward insanity and death” (154). In McTeague, Norris indirectly 
expresses his triumph over neurasthenia by carrying out his responsibil-
ity to employ the novelist’s “power of durable, permanent expression.” As 
McElrath and Crisler speculate, Norris at the moment of completion “was 
presumably experiencing, to use his own phrase, ‘happiness by conquest’” 
(246) and was thus participating vicariously in the imperialistic project of 
his Anglo-Saxon ancestors and compatriots.

Narrated from the dominant perspective of a white male, McTeague 
invites readers to share in the happiness of conquest as they observe the 
downfall of various ethnic types depicted in a “phallic rhetoric” that limits 
understanding or sympathy. In this reading, McTeague is a social “instru-
ment” to aid in the project to re-masculinize Anglo-Saxon men. It seems 
to have worked, too; as a contemporary reviewer wrote, “When the book 
is closed, we realize that the impression has been pounded in: that the 
life of these people . . . from all the refi nements of higher civilization, has 
become a part of our intellectual equipment, familiar in its most intimate 
aspects” (“Story” 31). In other words, the reviewer has found comfort in 
the fact that the refi ned civilization threatened by neurasthenia and race 
suicide is safe as long as the dangerous other can be contained by, and 
within, the intellect of the superior race.

The superiority of the Anglo-Saxon is implicit in McTeague and 
Marcus’s death-struggle in Death Valley, a setting that lends itself to mul-
tiple interpretations. As Robert Paul Lamb points out, it has been read 
as “a landscape appropriate to [McTeague’s] own physical enormity,” as 
a “symbolic representation of the destructive female principle,” and as a 
return to the undomesticated space where his animal instinct can come 
fully into the forefront. Lamb himself deems the ending in Death Valley 
a “manifest blotch” that illustrates Norris’s “messy” negotiation between 
realism and naturalism (3). For Cruz, the ending “underscores the paro-
dy that has accompanied the representation of desire between hypermas-
culine men and ultimately rejects such desire’s viability by projecting its 
bleak future.” She describes McTeague and Marcus as “forever linked in a 
futureless partnership, their desire successfully imprisoned within the iso-
lation of Death Valley” (506).

But the novel can also be understood as a voyeuristic exploration of 
deviant, racial sexualities, in which the ending becomes a kind of fatal 
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assimilation into whiteness. While McTeague is till skirting the edges of 
Death Valley, Norris describes the disappearance of color in terms suggest-
ing a sterile, and forced, interbreeding of the races:

From horizon to horizon was one vast span of blue, whitening as it 
dipped earthward. Miles upon miles to the east and southeast the desert 
unrolled itself, white, naked, inhospitable, palpitating and shimmering 
under the sun. In the distance it assumed all manner of faint colors, 
pink, purple, and pale orange. . . . It seemed strange that such barrenness 
could exhibit this radiance of color. (230; emphasis mine)

As McTeague penetrates deeper and deeper into the waste land, the land-
scape is increasingly drained of color, implying perhaps that the effects 
of race mixing on Anglo-Saxon purity will be no more lasting than the 
short-lived “strange, hybrid little being” produced by the crossing of the 
Mexican Maria and the Jew Zerkow.

This reading is supported by an important passage from early in 
McTeague’s plunge into “primordial desolation” in which the image of 
the unrolling desert reappears: “League upon league the infi nite reaches 
of dazzling white alkali laid themselves out like an immeasurable scroll 
unrolled from horizon to horizon. . . . It was abominable, this hideous 
sink of alkali, this bed of some primeval lake lying so far below the level 
of the ocean” (234; emphasis mine). While most obviously emphasiz-
ing McTeague’s desperate plight by making the one-time giant of a man 
seem insignifi cant, the scroll metaphor also suggests the triumph of tex-
tual power, the superiority of a neurasthenic brain-worker like Norris over 
a brutish muscle-worker like McTeague, whose “enormous strength held 
him doggedly to his work” (235–36) of crossing Death Valley but cannot 
fi nally save him. The seemingly infi nite stretch of the scroll also, however, 
suggests another text, the unfolding history of civilization that will end 
not in race suicide but in the inevitable triumph of whiteness over the 
“abominable” sexual perversity of the lower races.

The Death Valley conclusion is thus a purifi cation rite. While to the 
men who “grappled” on the “hot white ground” (243) whiteness may seem 
the “leper white” of disease (242), Norris repeatedly describes the alkali as 
being “white as snow” (233; see also 235, 238). There is irony, to be sure, in 
this archetypal image of purity and innocence, yet as the racial and sexual 
degeneracy that this monstrous couple represents destroys itself in a world 
of blinding, alkaline whiteness, Anglo-Saxon readers are offered the kind 
of imaginative encounter with “the other” described by Toni Morrison 
in her seminal work Playing in the Dark. By highlighting difference (ra-
cial, ethnic, ancestral, sexual, religious, or otherwise), Morrison contends, 
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writers from the dominant group can portray themselves “as not enslaved, 
but free; not repulsive, but desirable; not helpless, but licensed and pow-
erful; not history-less, but historical; not damned, but innocent; not a 
blind accident of evolution, but a progressive fulfi llment of destiny” (52). 
In writing McTeague, Norris certainly exploits white American cultural 
fears of over-civilization and over-exposure to the degenerative stimuli of 
gratuitous violence and sexual perversion, repelling and intriguing readers 
at once. But he also assures them that they, the favored race, have nothing 
to fear from the progressive unfolding of their destiny.

NOTES

1. Several critics note Norris’s interest in contemporary scientifi c theories, espe-
cially Cesare Lombroso’s and Max Nordau’s work in criminal anthropology and de-
generation theory and Professor Joseph Le Conte’s natural history lectures at Berkeley. 
(See, for example, Pizer, Dawson, Seitler, Cruz, and Rosssetti). Such theorists believed 
that mental and emotional development could be detected in physical signs, or “stig-
mata,” on the body itself. As has often been noted, McTeague’s “square-cut” head, his 
“angular” and “salient” jaw, his insensibility to pain, his seemingly insatiable appetite, 
his excessive idleness, and his perverse sexual desires would have clearly signaled to 
contemporary readers that he was a savage brute.

2. While the term ethnicity was an American locution beginning to enter the lexi-
con at this time, the term race is more in keeping with turn-of-the-century usage. 
“Ethnicity” was “regarded as a subdivision of race, a sub-grouping with more subtly 
defi ned inherent characteristics” (Recchio 599). For analysis of the social construction 
of “whiteness” in America, see Jacobson and Roediger.

3. See Somerville’s “Scientifi c Racism” for a ground-breaking study of the inextri-
cable connection between turn-of-the-century theories of race and sexuality. Somer-
ville applies the theory to literary works in Queering the Color Line.

4. See, for example, Faderman, Somerville, Chauncey, and Cruz 491–92.
5. Trina’s sexually perverse arousal also has an oral aspect, but it suggests female re-

ceptivity rather than male penetration and is more in line with her masochism and the 
perverse maternal instinct she displays elsewhere in relation to the gold: “she would 
draw the heap lovingly toward her and bury her face in it, delighted at the smell of 
it and the feel of the smooth, cool metal on her cheeks. She even put the smaller gold 
pieces in her mouth and jingled them there. She loved her money with an intensity that 
she could hardly express. She would plunge her small fi ngers into the pile with little 
murmurs of affection, her long, narrow eyes half closed and shining, her breath com-
ing in long sighs” (243; emphasis mine).

6. Labor unrest and strikes further destabilized white middle-class male authority. 
As Bederman observes, “between 1881 and 1905 there were 37,000 strikes, often vio-
lent, involving 7 million workers in a labor force that only totaled 29 million,” and 
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“working class and immigrant men, with their strikes and their ‘primitive’ customs, 
seemed to possess a virility and vitality which decadent white middle class men had 
lost” (13–14).
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