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We Anglo-Saxons are a fighting race. . . . Civilization is far from
that time when the fighting man can be dispensed with.
-Frank Norris (Literary Criticism, 101)
Against these assaults of inferiority . . . where can civilization look
for its champions? Where but in the slender rank of the racially superior . . . this "thin red line" of rich, untainted blood which stands

between us and barbarism or chaos.

- Lothrop Stoddard (106)
In the short history of film's silent era there were five adaptations of stories by Frank Norris. Two of these, the first and last, were significant

moments in the development of American cinema. D. W. Griffith's A
Corner in Wheat (1909), a one-reel condensation of Norris's "A Deal in

Wheat," has been explicated elsewhere in terms of Norris's influence
both on the film and on the technical innovations it introduced (see
Bowser). However, Erich von Stroheim's Greed (1924), while regularly
cited as one of the most ambitious films of the period and as the most
faithful adaptation of a novel ever attempted, has not been accorded significant study of its relationship to its literary source.1 The criticism
abounds in apocryphal accounts of the production of Stroheim's fortyfive-reel transcription of Norris's novel and of its dismemberment at the
hands of the studio system. It is Hollywood's Frankenstein, and though
film historians relish in the creation and destruction of the monster, it
remains to be explained why Stroheim created it in the first place.
Relying on troubling equations of the aims of literary naturalism in the
1890s with cinematic realism of the 1920s, Stroheim's manifestos on

cinematic "realism" are cited as evidence of the ideological bond he
shares with Norris, and his use of the static camera and the long take are

summarily equated with Norris's stark focus on the characters and
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To begin answering these questions, we must examine Norris's early

writings from a standpoint that has been largely neglected. Though

much has been said about the relation of Norris to Social Darwinism, the

nativist theories articulated in Norris's own work have been largely ignored. To reconstruct this complex ground, I shall begin by outlining the

intersections of naturalism and nativism at the end of the nineteenth

century. After locating Norris's early work within this emerging logic, I
shall discuss the nativism of the 1920s, its anxieties regarding heredity,
and its authorization of the response to the new immigration. Finally,
turning to Greed, I shall examine the film as an attempt to negotiate Norris's fledgling nativism (and, implicitly, the fully developed nativism of
the 1920s), a response acted out within the last stronghold of the assimilationist dream: 1920s Hollywood.
In October 1893, an Irish laborer named Pat Collins brutally murdered
his wife in the kindergarten where she taught. The story caught the eye
of Frank Norris, then a senior at Berkeley (Pizer, "Genesis," 63). He had

just finished a year of studying under the acclaimed American Social
Darwinist, Joseph Le Conte, and he had recently discovered Zola. The
account of the murder reached Norris as he had begun to move from the
evolutionary optimism of Le Conte toward the darker determinism of
Zola, and the story remained with him over the next few years as he began making plans for his first novel.
Le Conte, Norris's favorite teacher and one of the most widely read
evolutionary theorists in this decade of popular science, preached a millenarian vision of the ultimate destiny of man. Social Darwinism, in its
migration to America in the 1870s and 1880s, brought about a marriage

of religion and science where Europeans had found only opposition,
and Le Conte devoted his career to proving that evolutionary science
and faith in the spiritual advancement of man were not mutually exclu-

sive (Martin, 59). For the American Darwinists of the time, man was

moving toward a final stage of evolution, and the struggle now being

waged was the fight for final supremacy between the spirit and the

body: "Man is born of Nature into a higher nature. He therefore alone is
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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 finally the complete dominance ... of the higher

over the lower" (Le Conte, 307). It was a struggle certain to be won by
the forces of progress. As John Fiske, another influential U.S. evolutionary optimist, promised in 1884: "The most essential feature of Man is his
improvableness. . . . The changes have been so great that in many re-

spects the interval between the highest and the lowest men far surpasses the interval between the lowest men and the highest apes"

(71-73).
What gets left behind in this great march forward is "lowest man,"
crucial in his double function as both the proof of man's progress and the
site of man's continuing struggle. American Darwinism saw the criminal
deviant as a throwback, a laggard in the race toward man's perfection,
and its scapegoated victim. Entering the twentieth century, man existed
in a state of uneven development with the interval daily growing between the evolutionary vanguard and their atavistic brethren; the criminal served as the motivation for the final act of "throwing off the BruteInheritance" (Fiske, 96). Crime was thus a catalyst in natural selection;
as the sociologist Arthur Cleveland Hall promised: "Crime is an inevitable social evil, the dark side of the shield of human progress. . . . The
production of crime and criminals is one of the saving processes of nature, substituting a lesser for a greater evil, promoting upward progress
at a smaller cost" (376, 385).
For Norris, after a year with Le Conte, Zola's darker naturalism must
have constituted a rebellion of sorts, a rejection of the blithe optimism of
the popular scientists in his own country. But why Norris would have
been drawn away from this optimism, and why the account of Collins's
murder became so central for him at this moment, is not fully explained
by the influence of Zola. Attempts to line Norris up with the dark side of
evolutionary theory as he encountered it in Zola or in Max Nordau's Degeneracy fail to read through the local framework within which Norris's
anxious vision of America's destiny was generated. It is in what is often

bracketed and dismissed as Norris's "Anglo-Saxonism" that we locate

the nativist anxieties that captured Norris's imagination at the time he
was writing McTeague.2
The 1890s saw the reawakening of a xenophobia that had lain dormant
since the Civil War. Increasing immigration, coupled with labor unrest
and economic depression, resulted in the first wave of modern nativist
legislation (Higham, 53). However, as John Higham tells it, the scientific
optimism of men such as Le Conte and Fiske worked to hold this emer-

gent nativism temporarily in check: "To a generation of intellectuals

steeped in confidence, the laws of evolution seemed to guarantee that
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Stephen Jay Gould writes, "Lombrosian criminal anthropology had its
primary influence in bolstering the basic argument of biological determinism about the roles of actors and their surroundings: actors follow
their inborn nature. To understand crime, study the criminal, not his
rearing, not his education, not the current predicament that might have
inspired his theft or pillage" (136). All that was necessary was a few lines
of racial background, a brief history of family violence, and the outline of
the square jaw and sloping forehead- this was the recognizable criminal.
So Norris could sum up McTeague's background in a paragraph describing the father's alcoholism and the son's inherited feeble-mindedness
and square jaw. These few strokes, coupled with a heavily inflected ethnic tag imbedded in the title character's name ("Teague" as an epithet
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for Irishman), and Norris was ready to proceed with his examination of
the criminal immigrant "type."
In the articles describing the murderer, Norris found examples of how
to quickly sketch the "Type" (Pizer, McTeague, 261). In the Examiner, he
read of "Patrick Collins, the savage of civilization," saw "What the Murderous, Human Beast Looks Like," and probably shared the author's educated guess that "if a good many of Patrick Collins' ancestors did not
die on the scaffold then either they escaped their desert or there is nothing in heredity" (259). The fact that the man was "Born for the Rope" is
proven by his face, "not degraded, but brutish. That is to say, he is not
a man who has sunk, but one who was a beast to start with. The face is
broad, the brown eyes are set wide apart, the nose is flattened at the

bridge and is broad as a negro's. The jaw is heavy and cruel" (259-60).
Norris too believed that what a man will come to can be described with

equal facility by an Irish name, an alcoholic father, and a "square-cut"
head, "the jaw salient, like that of the carnivora" (Norris, McTeague, 7).3
At the time he was working on McTeague, Norris wrote a series of stories that illustrated his increasing preoccupation with the "type" of the

immigrant criminal and the threat he posed to the "thoroughbred"

American. The hero of two of the earliest of these stories is a man named

Shotover, "American-bred and American-born, and his father and
mother before him and their father and mother before them, and so on
and back till one brought up in the hold of a ship called the Mayflower,
further back than which it is not necessary to go" (Norris, Works, 4:76).
In "A Defense of the Flag" (1895), Shotover discovers the Irish flag flying over City Hall on St. Patrick's Day and proceeds to replace it with the
U.S. colors. It is a stand he must take for the progress of his nation: "The
great American city, with its riches and resources, bulging with the life
and energy of a new people, young, enthusiastic, ambitious, and so full
of hope and promise for the future, all striving and struggling in the fore
part of the march of empire, building a new nation, a new civilization, a
new world, while over it all floated the Irish flag" (4:80). While his compatriots rest confident in their supremacy, Shotover alone recognizes the
dark possibility that over this "new civilization" might one day fly the
flag of a degraded immigrant race. And in Shotover's lone stand against
the mob that comes for him, Norris attempts to prove that Shotover's
fears are not groundless: "In the books, the young aristocrat invariably
thrashes the clowns who set upon him. But somehow Shotover had no
chance with his clowns at all. . . . their way of fighting was not that
which he had learned at his athletic club" (4:84).

In "Thoroughbred" (1895), Shotover again confronts an immigrant
mob, this time marauding Chinese invading the ancestral grounds of his
fiancée. Here Norris sets up the "thoroughbred" as the nation's saving
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the failure of modern critics to address and account for Norris's theories

of race and heredity has allowed a powerful, albeit disturbing, undercurrent of McTeague to go unexplored. And for Stroheim, as an immigrant aggressively attempting to subvert racial determination through
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his career in film, this aspect of the novel was precisely what he had to
confront in his attempt to tell his "American story."
"The People of Polk Street" are each determined by the racial and bestial characteristics that make them who they are for Norris. McTeague is

"bull-like" (8), "an elephant" (182) who "seemed to have no nerves at
all" (18). Trina is "almost infantile" (22), with "a certain feline eagerness
of expression" (273). Zerkow, the Polish Jew, has "clawlike, prehensile
fingers" (38) and "gets so mad [he] rolls on the floor and scratches himself" (240). Maria is "a greaser" (20), "a strange woman of a mixed race"
(41). Marcus throws his knife "greaser style" (115) and bites McTeague's
ear like an animal (182). And as these characters intermarry and procre-

ate, they produce only mutants and animals. All the children in the
novel are further degenerations from their adult prototypes. August
Sieppe is portrayed as a simpleton: "His eyes were starting from their
sockets, his chin had dropped upon his lace collar, and his head turned
vaguely from side to side with a confused and maniacal motion" (130).
The marriage of Maria Macapá and Zerkow results in the birth of "a
wretched sickly child with not even strength enough nor wits enough to

cry. ... It had not even a name, a strange, hybrid little boy . . . combining in its puny little body the blood of the Hebrew, the Pole, and the

Spaniard" (187).
But it is the marriage of Trina and McTeague that is most grotesquely
unfruitful. Trina, unable to produce a child, turns instead to her inherited skill: toy making, carving Noah's animals with machinelike regularity. These animals are the only beings she produces in the story, but it is
only the animals, not the human family of Noah (the bearers of the covenant with God), that she is able to create. Mark Seltzer identifies an
anxiety in naturalism over production and generation that reveals itself
in "the desire to project an alternative to biological reproduction, to dis-

place the threat posed by the 'woman people' " (116, 125). Here the

threat posed by biological reproduction is implicitly the threat of the
mixed marriage, and by forbidding Trina to make the human figures
(manufactured instead by a machine), Norris exposes the link between
this naturalist anxiety and nativist fears.
At the height of his ambition, McTeague imagines himself "as a venerable patriarch surrounded by children and grandchildren" (151), yet

he ends up surrounded by nothing but Trina's menagerie. But Trina

works to turn this bestiary production into a reproductive model, filling
out "a nest egg" (149) from "the pittance she derived from the manufacture of the Noah's ark animals" (206). Fanatically saving her money in a
chamois bag that grows full and round beneath her bridal dress in her
trunk (237), she feeds her nest egg from the income derived from other

people's children, the "thousands and thousands" (264) that purchase
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"The foul stream of hereditary evil, like a sewer. The vices and sins of
his father and of his father's father, to the third and fourth and five hun-

dredth generation, tainted him. The evil of an entire race flowed in his
veins"(29). Ultimately, in the immigrants' failure to reproduce and in
their violent self-destruction, an innate confidence in natural selection is
at work in Norris's conclusion. He falls back upon his teacher's confidence, believing finally in the tendency of evolution to kill off the degraded races populating San Francisco. The fantasy he projects in the
novel's conclusion has McTeague withdraw from the city, back to his
personal origins at the mine, and finally to find his "natural"- that is,
inevitable- end at a mythical point of evolutionary origins in Death Valley, the lowest point in the United States, three hundred feet below sea

level.

Survival of the fittest requires a natural field upon which selection will
take place. The artificial imbalance that immigration was engendering
threatened the otherwise immutable plan of Anglo-Saxon triumph. By
the early twentieth century, the link Norris had articulated in 1897 between naturalism and nativism, between fate and race, was "proved" by
the work of American eugenics. Appropriating Binet's speculations into
the connection between intelligence and heredity, hereditarians in the
early part of the century reified blood to the level of inevitability and, in
so doing, lost confidence that the United States was winning the war
with its foreign invaders.
Eugenicists in the United States identified two sites of infection that

science would be called upon to regulate: uncontrolled reproduction

from within and massive immigration from without (Gould, 159). Fol-

lowing H. H. Goddard's study of inherited feeble-mindedness in The
Kallikaks, eugenicists worked to classify and regulate the forces that en-

dangered U.S. stock. Goddard was invited to Ellis Island in 1912-13 to
judge the mental condition of the immigrants flooding into the country,

and employing visual observation and a modified Binet test, he pronounced "that the immigration of recent years is of a decidedly different
character from the early immigration. . . . We are now getting the poor-

est of each race" (Gould, 167). Goddard's followers spent World War I

testing soldiers, revealing an average intelligence far below what was expected and justifying their own worst fears. No longer secure that man

was naturally progressing, the eugenicists insisted that man's genetic
pool had to be regulated (Rennie, 86-87). By 1923 eugenicists were able
to argue that "the curve indicates a gradual deterioriation in the class of
immigrants examined in the army. . . . The average intelligence of succeeding waves of immigration has become progressively lower" (Gould,

227). And racist thinkers could now speak with scientific authority:
"America's immigration problem is mainly a problem of blood. For over
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The Jews most bore the force of this hostility in the early 1920s
(Higham, 277). Their increasing numbers and their phenomenal success
in the very entertainment industries that were being held responsible for
the collapse of old American values led to increasing anti-Semitism by
this union of racial science, politics, and popular hysteria. The film industry, where Jews held highly visible positions of power, became a focus of vicious attacks.
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During these two years, 1923-24, in which the nativist movement was
rising to its climax, Erich von Stroheim was in San Francisco working on
the film of his dreams: the complete and faithful adaptation of Frank
Norris's McTeague. It was to be the greatest film ever made, his claim to
the throne of D. W. Griffith. It was to be the proof that Stroheim could
tell an "American story": "It has always been my determination to produce the story exactly as it was written. They have said I could not make
an American story and I want to prove that I can" (Koszarski, 117). And

in choosing McTeague as his "American story," Stroheim went to the
heart of the culture's challenge to his assimilationist ambitions.
Erich Stroheim, son of a Jewish hatter and a deserter from the Austrian army, arrived on Ellis Island in November 1909, the same year that
Griffith filmed the first adaptation of Norris for the screen. As part of the

largest wave in immigration history, Stroheim, as just another Jew, had
little hope of meeting with success. Instead, he reinvented himself for

the immigration authorities as a man from whom much could be expected: Erich Oswald Hans Carl Maria von Stroheim, son of a German
baroness and an Austrian count, practicing Catholic, second lieutenant,
and noble emigré.5 As his biographer, Richard Koszarski, writes, "From
the day Erich von Stroheim landed in America he treated his early life as
a fiction, and to the day he died he stuck to the outline of his story with
only minor embellishments. As an artist von Stroheim chose to make his
own life his prime artwork" (4).
How this man, who successfully claimed a false title, religion, and genealogy, came to be so obsessed with Norris's story is a subject rich with

coincidence. Among his early acts of self-fictionalizing was the claim
that he had early on authored a play called "The Black Mask" that was
running in San Francisco when he had lived there in poverty with his
first wife in 1913. The play, which he did not write, tells of a disfigured

maniac who hides behind a black mask and wins his bride by holding
her over an open mine shaft (Koszarski, 8). Unraveling the significance

of this claim leads us in several directions and provides some insight

into the anxieties plaguing the young Stroheim's own "American story."

Stroheim himself would one year later play a madman in a black

mask, in his first acting role as a blackface soldier in The Birth of a Nation.

And it was while working for Griffith in semistarvation as an extra that
he first read McTeague. Further, in the same year that "The Black Mask"
was running, Stroheim himself acted out its central role by assaulting his
wife, precisely the violence Norris would have scripted for him. Margaret Stroheim was granted a divorce on the grounds of extreme cruelty,
and in the hearings it was revealed that Stroheim had turned to drinking
and running through the streets screaming, "You God damn dirty beast,
I have you and your mother in my fist and I am going to squeeze you"
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the fact that the star of "The Black Mask" in its San Francisco run was

Holbrook Blinn, the man who would star in the first film adaptation of
McTeague in 1915. He wanted to be Norris, not McTeague; to be the playwright, not the man in the black mask; and most important, he wanted
to be Griffith, not the man in blackface. His ambition to direct, like his
desire to author the fiction of his life, was an attempt to escape the life
that nativist America was attempting to script for him. In claiming authorship of "The Black Mask," Stroheim was claiming power to author
his own life. It is telling that he would be one of the only early directors
to star in most of his own films, and in directing McTeague, he redirected
the story of the immigrant away from the predetermination from which
he had to escape if he were to survive in America.
In 1915, the year the novel's first adaptation was being filmed, Stroheim
was hard at work for Griffith in his second major spectacle, Intolerance.
Stroheim received billing in the film as "Count von Stroheim" in the role
of a Pharisee. His increasingly aggrandized title, placing still more honorifics between his given and his inherited name, arose from the fact

that the roles he was now playing were pushing him closer to home.
Griffith was forcing him back toward his true racial identity, sending
Stroheim to Los Angeles's Jewish quarter to round up "old men with pa-

triarchal beards" (Curtiss, 68) and filming him chanting the Pharisee
prayer: "Oh Lord, I thank thee that I am better than other men." "In
other words," as Werner Sollors reads the legacy of this prayer, "Thank
God I am not ethnic!" (20). Griffith had Stroheim playing the most orthodox of Jews as an example of the "intolerance" that crucified Christ,
but in chanting the Pharisee prayer, Stroheim is again putting on a double mask, this time playing the Jew he had disowned while at the same
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time speaking the nativist rhetoric that threatened to call him out.

Stroheim's other role in the film is in the crucifixion scene itself; as he

remembers it, "I'm one of those guys yelling 'Crucify Him' " (Koszarski,
23). Although he clearly enjoyed the irony of this role, Stroheim once
again found himself directed in a role that put him on the wrong side of
the fence. In his own career as a director, which began three years later,
Stroheim was to rewrite the story with himself as the greatest martyr

that film has ever known and with the Hollywood Jews as the ones
shouting "Crucify Him!"
Stroheim began his career with Griffith, the man who made film re-

spectable to middle-class audiences. As Michael Rogin has shown, it

was in the first and greatest of his spectacles, The Birth of a Nation, that
Griffith created an entertainment that capitalized on middle-class anxiety of racial stain. Until Griffith, movies were primarily the entertainment of the poor immigrant communities, often as part of a vaudeville
review, and McTeague contains one of the first appearances of the motion
picture in fiction. Capping an evening of slapstick and song, McTeague
and his guests are treated to "The feature of the evening, the crowning
scientific achievement of the nineteenth century, the kinetoscope" (79).
The film presentation, a street scene in San Francisco, is indeed exciting:

"The kinetoscope fairly took their breaths away" (85), and McTeague
was so "excited . . . [h]e began to feel that he was a man of the world"
(79).
Initially, it was simply the technical wonder of the medium that at-

tracted viewers, but soon new selling points had to be discovered to

maintain repeat consumption and to expand the market to more respectable audiences (Staiger, 113). The industry turned to the novel (Thompson,
161). Griffith, who began his career embarrassed to be participating in so
lowly a form of entertainment, devoted himself to turning film into a
high art, relying increasingly on literary sources. His determination to

tell the story of the racial threat posed by miscegenation required a
longer format than the standard two reels to carry the full impact of his
source material, Thomas Dixon's The Clansman. Griffith sold investors on

the unprecedented length of Birth by proving that this novel would lose
its force in condensation. Investors, eager for the spending money of the
novel-reading audience, took the bait. Thus, the novel, in the form of
Dixon's racist epic, was used to transform film from an immigrant entertainment into a middle-class art form.

Stroheim took Griffith's reliance on novelistic authority to its ultimate
end in his determination to expand narrative cinema into a form fully
commensurate with the nineteenth-century realistic novel. At the same
time, he also tried to take something back. By the time he became a director, there was no longer a need on the part of the industry to justify
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itself to the middle class. Having captur
industry was busily engaged keeping the
sensibilities, and justifying their world
call for "normalcy," the immigrants wh
voted themselves to maintaining their r
immigrants off the screen (Hansen, 151).
and Jewish prominence in Hollywood in
nativist institutions as Henry Ford's Dear
the Hollywood Jews worked hard to d
the hostility. As Neal Gabler writes, "W

being assailed by know-nothings for

American values and the power-structur
were desperately embracing the values a
structure. Above all things, they wanted
not Jews; they wanted to reinvent them
As part of this effort, the industry ap
office under the command of Harding's
to devise the "purity code" under which
the next forty years (Robinson, 32). The
capturing the middle-class audience, film
its and the growing interest of Wall Stre
of the nickelodeon; now one could pay u
premier. As investors began capitalizing
controlling the industry's efficiency and

crucial, and the early 1920s saw the r

whose primary loyalty lay with the inve
Almost immediately as a director, Stroh
rity code" and the new studio system in
tral producer, Irving Thalberg. Thalberg
of producers, controlling all film activit
wanted to be the next Griffith, had to o

never known, with an accountant betw

Stroheim famously became the first ma
production. None of his films appeared i
1922 his film Merry-Go-Round was take
Thalberg and given to another director t
tinue at Universal under Thalberg's thum
to film the story he had been planning

ness: Greed.

Greed went against the tide of early 1920s movie making in almost every way. It was bleak and tragic when Hollywood was filming Cinderella stories; it featured unglamorous and unknown actors when studios
were capitalizing on the star system; and it focused on the working poor
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at a time when DeMille and others were fueling America's obsession
with the rich and extravagant. Greed was an exception to Stroheim's own
history as a director as well. It was his first film that he neither authored
or starred in, and it was the first that was not centered around his stan-

dard plot vehicle of seduction and decadence in Old Vienna. It was also
the first film ever made with a personal dedication: "To My Mother." To
understand why Stroheim made this picture and why he felt the need to
dedicate it to a mother whom he had fictionalized out of existence, we
must compare the film's shooting script to the novel, not to note, as is
often done, how closely Stroheim followed the novel, but to read the
moments when he purposefully changes Norris's story to his own.
It is quite apparent from the script of Greed that Stroheim worked with
the novel open beside him. The bulk of the scenes are transcribed literally, right down to Stroheim's somewhat awkward use of Norris's Amer-

icanisms in his stage directions.7 So completely did Stroheim sell his
legendary fidelity to the novel that all of the reviews focused around his
determination to translate the realism of Norris to the screen, and even

today no one questions the legend of Stroheim's complete subservience
to the novel. As Stroheim declared during production:
It is possible to tell a great story in motion pictures in such a way
that the spectator . . . will come to believe that what he is looking at

is real. . . . Dickens, De Maupassant, Zola, Frank Norris and other
brilliant writers have caught and reflected life in their novels. . . .
There must be more realism on the screen, and it is my humble ambition to furnish some of it. It is with that idea that I am working

hard on Norris's "McTeague," which will be introduced on the
screen under the title of "Greed." ("Screen," 2)

Throughout, Stroheim repeatedly asserted the novel as the source of the
film's "realism."

The movie opens with the title, "From the American Classic," and
then cuts to a shot of the novel opening slowly to reveal an epigraph,
ostensibly from the novel but actually borrowed from a Norris essay,
"The True Reward of the Novelist" (1901):
I never truckled; I never took off the hat to Fashion and held it out

for pennies. By God, I told them the truth. They liked it or they
didn't like it. What had that to do with me? I told them the truth, I
knew it for the truth then and I know it for the truth now.

-Frank Norris (Greed, 33)
Stroheim is using the bravado of this essay to get Norris to speak for
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him as he embarks on a project that he i
Norris's is a difficult voice to claim as h
voice he most desires; for this same essa
its very terms of address, as Norris ass
Saxons enough to enjoy the sight of a f
while Stroheim attempts to appropriate
dence for his own, Stroheim would be fo

of his film to financial and moral ce

drummed out of Hollywood as a financi

the other hand, willingly performed

slightest breath of scandal appeared aro
Eager for a British edition of his first no
his publisher over one scene, Norris rem

ism" without protest (McElrath and C
Morace points out,

Late in his career, Norris defiantly

truckled," he didn't mention that he
sages in two novels . . . that reviewer

found objectionable. This is not to

truckle, merely that he didn't really
his readers was not antagonistic . . . r

dation. (61)

This is precisely the point: Norris was writing a novel to an imagine
audience of fellow Anglo-Saxons who shared his position of superio

fascination with the world of the immigrant poor and his anxieties abou
the effects they might have on the future of the nation. Stroheim, in
adapting Norris's novel and holding it up as the preeminent example of
literary realism, is claiming an alliance with Norris; but at the same tim
his effort at assimilation leads him subtly to rewrite the focus of the story

in such a way as to claim assimilation as a possibility and environment
as an explanation for degeneration that is at least commensurate with
that provided by blood.
Stroheim appears to have run into problems almost immediately. He
worried over the fact that Norris presents the reader with McTeague a
ready set up at Polk Street with only a few short lines describing his back
ground. In his most obvious structural change to the novel, Stroheim
added over an hour of material describing in detail how McTeague came
to be where and what he is. Beginning his film at the Big Dipper Mine in
1908 (the year before Stroheim himself set out for America), Stroheim
constructs an allegory for his own immigration to San Francisco. Bu
where Norris's novel rested on the assumption that a few lines of hered-
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itary background doomed McTeague to his fate, Stroheim struggled to

expose the details, the extenuating circumstances, that transformed
McTeague into a brute. He went directly against the hereditarian belief
that blood told all, and attempted to show in detail how the environment conspired to make the criminal, portraying the drudgery of work
at the mine, the debauchery of camp life, and the violence of Father
McTeague's alcoholism in gruesome detail (where Norris portrayed a father who drank every fourteenth day, Stroheim had him drinking the
other thirteen as well).

And against it all, Stroheim invents a Mother McTeague who was
good, hardworking, and full of ambition for her son's escape. We see her
imagining her son alternatively at "an elegantly furnished office with

one solitary desk at the centre" (Greed, 42) and accepting money as a
dentist (57). When an itinerant dentist offers to take Mac into the big city
to teach him a profession, Mother McTeague gives up her son and sends
him off with her hard-earned savings. The figure of the mother, Stroheim's

own invention, is linked to his own by the dedication. The mother in
Stroheim's film provides an alternate heredity of goodness, an image of
the immigrant who has maintained dignity despite the misery of her
conditions. The father becomes the repository of the "bad seed." We can
see how important this distinction is to Stroheim in one title that he first
adapted from the novel as "But below the fine fabric of all that was good
in him ran the foul stream of hereditary evil, like a sewer" (117), but

which he later changed to, "But below the fine fabric, bred of his
mother, ran the foul stream of hereditary evil . . . the taint of generations given through his father" (116). Blood still tells, but it no longer
tells the whole story.
We see a similar transposition of determining forces in another scene;
where Norris emphasized the degeneration of the progeny of the mixed

marriage of Maria and Zerkow, Stroheim carefully works to lay the

blame on environment, on one hand, and on the sins of the father, on
the other. As he filmed the scene, Stroheim invented an incident to ac-

count for a death without laying blame on race or mother. The baby is
killed, not by heredity but by Zerkow, who dilutes the baby's milk with

wash water (206). Where McTeague told of a baby who died because
Norris could not imagine the monster he would be if he had lived,

Stroheim's version has the baby fall victim to the violence and greed of

the father.

Stroheim hired comic actors for the central characters and encouraged
them to perform their roles as such. The same characters who were an-

imals for Norris became vaudeville comedians for Stroheim. Establish-

ing a sympathetic reaction to the homely, overacted characters,
Stroheim lets his camera linger hard and long on the environment that
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surrounds them. His camera inverts the

Norris held the Lombrosian belief that it was the character of the crimi-

nal that must be studied while the environment need only be sketched
in broad strokes, Stroheim maintained the immigrant's belief that the
environment was the source of the immigrants' failures. Focusing on the
rats in the sewer, the closeness of the living conditions, and the dimness

of their prospects for acculturation, employment, or advancement,
Stroheim tells a very different story. The bleakness of Norris's novel is
centered around the characters; the brutality of Stroheim's movie is focused on the surroundings they are forced to live in. It is this focus on
the underbelly of the U.S. city that led the middle-class audience to re-

ject his film as unpalatable precisely where Norris's story had been
judged a fascinating "study of the people who were on the verge of the
criminal class" (Graham, 8).
Stroheim's notorious fight with the studio for his "realism" was entirely waged over authenticity of environmental detail. To get his actors
ready for their parts, he forced them to live for months under the same
conditions that the characters would have lived. He sought out the exact
locations that Norris described, from Polk Street, to the Big Dipper Mine
three thousand feet underground, to Death Valley itself. He made his
actors respond to the poverty of their conditions, as opposed to the heredity that Norris had scripted for them. When the studio asked him to
film the final sequence in the dunes outside Los Angeles, Stroheim insisted on Death Valley at the hottest time of the year. The environment
was what he had to capture in this film. It was as if he wished the audience to experience the environments in which Norris placed his charac-

ters in order to prove that Norris had it all wrong. Who would not
become McTeague living in these conditions? As Jean Hersholt, the actor

who played Marcus, remembers the Death Valley sequence: "I swear

that murder must have been in both our hearts as we crawled and

gasped, bare to the waist, unshaven, blackened and blistering and blee
ing, while Stroheim dragged every bit of realism out of us" (Koszarsk

138). At the very least, his actors experienced "realism" as Strohe

meant to show it.

We can only speculate as to the relation Stroheim articulated for himself between the film and his own immigrant story. But beyond the dedication, there are other clues that point toward his identification with the
characters and, at the same time, his need to distance himself from

them. He posed for publicity shots in which he dressed as a railroad
worker, emphasizing for the press that he once held a job as a laborer in
northern California. In one photo, he is swinging a pick and shovel; in
another he is shooting craps with black and Mexican workers. Yet even

while underscoring these biographical connections, he was also busily
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reasserting the "nobility" that had been his selling fiction since his arrival in the United States: as the New York Times reported, "the 'von' now
reappears after a complete, if temporary, eclipse" (6).
In the fantastical accounts that grew up around the production in the
contemporary press, Stroheim's commitment to "realism" became syn-

onymous with the director's incredible extravagance on behalf of authentic detail. The Chronicle revealed Stroheim's "effort to have

everything in his picture just as it would be in real life" (Koszarski,
and Stroheim himself proclaimed in one production interview:

The audience must know that what von Stroheim produces is do
with the utmost honesty and is just as reliable as the National G
graphic Magazine or the Encyclopedia Britannica. Audiences kno
this, I believe. They think von Stroheim will stand up and fight
correctness of detail; that he is willing to suffer the consequen
that he is willing to go to damnation for his convictions. And he
Because everything he puts before the eyes of an audience mus

that thing itself- the real thing. (Koszarski, 119)

Stroheim recognized that it was Norris's scientific discourse that he
claim for his own project- the reliability of National Geographic as
source of popular conceptions of foreign races and of the Encyclope
the repository of fact. He needed to claim their authority as his ow
rewrite McTeague from a story in which blood tells all to one in w
environment speaks its part- into which assimilation is reinscribed
possibility in a decade that increasingly perceived the Melting Pot
failed model.8
Andre Bazin identifies Stroheim's cinematic contribution in his cam-

era's gradual overlaying and accretion of detail, the point of view that
moves little while staring long and hard at its subject: "In his films reality lays itself bare like a suspect confessing under the relentless exami-

nation of the commissioner of police. He has one simple rule for

direction. Take a close look at the world, keep on doing so, and in the
end it will lay bare for you all its cruelty and its ugliness" (27). Just as
Griffith's development of the cross-cut has been located, at least in part,
in the work of Frank Norris, so too might Stroheim's own stylistic innovations be found in his interaction with this same author. Maintaining a
static camera and relying on the long take with very few intertitles,
Stroheim shows the environment as it lays itself bare in "its cruelty and
its ugliness"; the poverty of the immigrant's life "confesses" its part in
the crime.9
While Stroheim was frantically trying to edit the forty-two reels he
ended up with down into a presentable format, Goldwyn merged with
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Metro to become Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer

his worst nightmare, Stroheim found

thumb of Irving Thalberg. After several a
help of sympathetic friends, Stroheim p
the studio and pleaded his case. Thalberg
out to a cutter who had read neither th
turned at the acceptable length of two h
Interestingly, in cutting the backgroun
in the mine, Thalberg reduced it to a few
closely the original novel. And in place of

found so vital to explain McTeague's a
found it sufficient to have brief exam
mine and his irrational violence. Titles in

point ("Such was McTeague") replace

Stroheim had labored to prove that such
at all. In the studio's attempts to remain
sorship constraints, McTeague's story wa
Despite MGM's attempts to salvage the
feared. They spent enough for four pict
nancial flop. The reviewers responded to

middle-class values:

I do not remember ever having seen a picture in which an attempt
was made to pass as entertainment dead rats, sewers, filth, rotten

meat. ... all these things and more are found in Greed; they will
turn inside-out the stomach of even a street-cleaner. (Koszarski,
146)

Imagine any girl keeping company with a young fellow urging him

to take her to see Greed when she knows the night that she sits

through it he is going to sour on every thought that has to do with

marriage . ( Variety)

Thalberg edited the movie to a presentable length, but could not re-edit

the camera's gaze away from the "dead rats" and "rotten meat" and
back toward Norris's more genteel entertainment of racial types and
criminal natures.

Stroheim referred to all of his movies as his "children," using the metaphor to justify his fierce devotion to their development. To none of his
"children" was he more devoted than to Greed. Yet each film he made

was taken from him, cut up, and sent into the world in a format suitable for the 1920s United States. "They are showing only the skeleton of

my dead child," he had moaned after the editing of Foolish Wives
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(Rosenbaum, 7). And each of his children he disowned, refusing even to
look at the final version of Greed and failing to keep a copy of the film in
its original state. Although it is that mythical Greed, the "nitrate Holy
Grail," that has proved a virtual obsession to the Hollywood critics who
followed, it was not the film on the cutting room floor that interested
Stroheim (Everson, 288). It was the child that the public would see that
he cared for, and this child was no longer his own. It was taken from
him to be Americanized, and to be Americanized in the 1920s meant the
validation of the nativist perspective early articulated by Norris in the
1890s. Stroheim mourned Greed's fate: "My picture was arbitrarily cut.
. . . The rest of the negative was burned to get the 43tf worth of silver
out" (Koszarksi, 144). The sterilization performed on his films, "simple
... as having a tooth pulled," led to his ruin as a director and his exile

from the United States.

Writing on The Birth of a Nation, narrative film's founding spectacle that

climaxes in the Klan's castration of a black rapist, Rogin showed how
"American movies were born ... in a racist epic" (191). Looking at Greed,

we can see how American cinematic realism met its end in Stroheim's at-

tempt to rewrite the script of hereditary determinism and racist fears that

Norris and Griffith had monumentalized as middle-class entertainment.

Johns Hopkins University

Baltimore, Maryland

NOTES

I would like to express my appreciation to Walter Benn Michaels and Elizab
Hewitt for their invaluable help in revising this essay.

1. A recent exception is Thomas K. Dean, who usefully argues against Gre
as simply "a sentence-by-sentence reconstruction" of the novel, but in the e
he unconvincingly locates the differences between the two versions of the s
in what he describes as Norris's ' 'artistic/philosophical system of 'Life' throu
vital connection to the natural world and experience" as opposed to Strohei
"traditional Judeo-Christian tradition in which humanity is from the start es
tially corrupt" (100).
2. Very little has been written regarding the nativist elements in McTeag

One notable exception is Hugh J. Dawson, "McTeague as Ethnic Stereoty

Studies in American Literary Realism. 1870-1910 20 (Fall 1987Ì: 36.

3. All further references to the novel will be to the Signet edition.
4. So closely connected were the House Immigration Committee and eugenics
that the committee appointed as its "expert eugenics agent" the head of the Eugenics Research Association, while the Research Association itself elected the
chairman of the House Committee as its president.
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5. Most of my information on Stroheim is d
gained valuable insights from Charles Wolfe
Sound 44 (Summer 1975): 170-74; and from tw
The Autocrats: Cecil B. DeMille and Erich von

and The Man You Love to Hate, Film Profiles, 1

life, see the work of his friend and faithful
Here there is no mention of Jewish heritage
the dramatic if highly unbelievable story of
centers around a scandal in which the young
with women and debt from which he is baile
that he leave for America: 'To be impelled to
shattering blow. He was suited and trained on
an ex-officer do in civilian life. After a week
his uncle's suggestion as the only way out. I
bottom of the social ladder- as a janitor or a
would be no one to sneer at his fall" (14).
6. One result of the move toward centraliza
cern over efficiency in production led produ
tailed shooting scripts where earlier directors
as they went along. This aspect of the produc
has left us with the script for Greed that St
approved for production. As we no longer h
from, I have relied on various sources to reco

full ten-hour version has not been seen sinc

original shooting script, a compilation of the st
friend Herman G. Weinberg, The Complete "G
the reconstructed release version put out by T
cient material to enable discussion of the pictu

7. For example: "She has a handkerchief in
away as they try to land on McTeague's mush.
mains of the lunch- paper bags, bones, crust
8. On the failure of the Melting Pot in the
"The Vanishing American," American Literar
" 'Our Native Clay': Racial and Sexual Identit
The Bridge," American Quarterly 44 (1992): 24
9. In the original script, Stroheim called for
version, with huge subplots removed, the edi
fill the gaps. As Stroheim predicted, the edi
bridged through titles. When you do such a t
instead of a motion picture" (Koszarski, 141)
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