
chapter 1

Short Stories in School and Lab: “Tularecito”
and “The Snake”

Harry Thornton Moore’s 1939 map of Steinbeck Country (see the
Introduction, Figure I.2) represents Steinbeck’s body of work as a cycle
of stories that pivots on the history of a common ground. In the big
picture, Steinbeck’s works are – like William Faulkner’s – bound together
by a series of interconnections, repeated characters, and recycled thematics
and story lines. Steinbeck’s Mexican American characters (some would say
caricatures) in Tortilla Flat (1935) are mirrored by Mack and the boys in
Cannery Row (1945). Steinbeck’s concern with poverty and exploitation
would develop across multiple works as would his formal interest in the
Arthurian quest narrative, beginning with his “juvenile” novel Cup of Gold
(1929) and ending with his unfinished translation The Acts of King Arthur
and His Noble Knights, which he began in the mid-1950s. Some critics have
suggested that a “Doc Ricketts” character, based on Steinbeck’s friend,
marine biologist Ed Ricketts, is always broodingly present in a number of
guises in Steinbeck’s work.1 There are unities in Steinbeck’s multiplicity,
just as Steinbeck’s central philosophical interests concern the holistic
relationship of parts to whole, as we will see throughout this book. Such
connections between disconnected parts would be nowhere clearer than in
Steinbeck’s first “serious” work of fiction, the short story cycle The Pastures
of Heaven (1932).
The prefatory story of Steinbeck’s cycle finds the roots of local history

deep in the colonial past. It tells the tale of a Spanish corporal who
accidently discovers Las Pasturas del Cielo “some time around 1776”
while hunting for the escaped Native American enslaved people who
were molding adobe bricks to build the Carmelo Mission of Alta
California.2 The story cycle may discover an alternate national history in
a West Coast 1776, though Steinbeck again parallels Faulkner in finding
these origins in slave labor, and in the rampant miscegenation it produced.
“His descendants are almost white now,” says the narrator concerning the
colonizing corporal who was “building a new race for California”
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(the corporal eventually dies of venereal disease contracted from a Native
American woman).3 And just as Faulkner began to develop his stories
about the poor whites of Frenchman’s Bend – stories connected to yet
separate from his interest in slavery – so too would Steinbeck place these
stories about white rural settlers atop a history of colonial exploitation.
Predicting Will Varner’s store that becomes central to Faulkner’s stories
about Flem Snopes and friends in The Hamlet (1940) and its sequels, The
Pastures of Heaven is centered on “a general store and post office,” with the
addition of another key location: “half a mile above, beside the stream,
a hacked and much initialed school house.”4

The central presence of the schoolhouse is reflected in Thornton’s map,
where Steinbeck’s hometown of Salinas appears between Big Sur (where
Steinbeck’s mother taught school) to the south and Palo Alto (where
Steinbeck attended Stanford University) to the north. Steinbeck left
Stanford without completing his degree; his relationship to the institution
was inevitably fraught. But to describe that relationship as “puzzling,
mutually unappreciative, even debilitating” is to miss a degree of institu-
tional self-consciousness in Steinbeck’s work.5 Steinbeck’s early training as
a writer links his formal experimentation (specifically in the form of the
short story, that most under-theorized of genres) to his interest in the
legacies of colonization in the culture and society of the American West.
Steinbeck’s story about the character Tularecito, chapter four of the
twelve-chapter Pastures of Heaven, brings those links to light, helping us
to understand the work performed by clashes in stylistic register that critics
tend to dismiss as mere inconsistency marking Steinbeck’s oeuvre.
Mark McGurl’s study of the influence of creative writing programs on

post–World War II American writing, The Program Era (2011), has helped
to establish the many ways that institutions shape the form and content of
literary production.6 Steinbeck may have been formally educated before
the official establishment of creative writing programs; however, during the
1920s, the teaching of creative practice was not quite not instituted either.
In fact, Steinbeck took a number of courses that taught writing in a variety
of genres (he took all that were available at Stanford, except a course in play
writing, to which he was not admitted by the professor).7Hewas a member
of the Stanford English Club, in which he won an award in his final year for
best essay,8 and he attended a number of literary salons, including one
organized by English professor Margery Bailey, an important influence.
The greatest impact on Steinbeck’s development as a writer came from
Edith Mirrielees, another English professor, with whom Steinbeck studied
and with whom he continued to share his work after his time at Stanford,
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eventually providing a preface for a paperback edition of her book Story
Writing (1947).
Steinbeck’s education came at the height of the short story as

a commercial form, driven by the rampant popularity of magazines and
promoted by story-writing handbooks, hundreds of which were published
in the early decades of the twentieth century. During this period, the short
story came to bear implicit ideological pressures.9 It was viewed as
a peculiarly American form, capable of absorbing native material, and
particularly attuned to the nation’s marginalized groups; by the end of
the nineteenth century, it had become an important entry point to the
literary market for women and for writers of color. Echoing the observa-
tions of Alexis de Tocqueville a century before, the short story seemed an
inherently democratic form, easily disseminated, adaptable, and graspable
by the masses.10 Such democratic assumptions translated into views that
the short story was easy to write: the handbook tradition implied that the
art could be mastered by virtually anyone, and manufactured at scale.
Handbooks urged writers to internalize market forces, to become efficient,
and to conform to the conventions of popular taste. One handbook even
had a section dedicated to the “obliteration of personal traits.”11

From Steinbeck’s 1962 letter to Mirrielees, which became the preface to
a later edition of Story Writing, it is clear that Mirrielees resisted much of
the conformism within the handbook tradition of teaching the short story.
“The only way to write a good short story,” Steinbeck recalled her saying,
“was to write a good short story.”12 Mirrielees was known to be critical of
the short story writing tradition that placed authors in a “strait-jacket.”13

There were “no rules,” she made clear to Steinbeck, giving him the sense
that “no two stories dare be alike.”14 She was resistant as well to the
handbook tradition’s hostility to the traditional canon of literature.15

Story Writing taught principles through a canon of literary precedent, its
aims always as scholarly as they were commercial. Yet Mirrielees followed
the more popular handbooks in dividing stories into their component
parts. Not unlike the Russian Formalist critics who were beginning to
analyze and define literary language as a rule-bound realm, Mirrielees
encouraged the marking and blocking of literary text to understand its
working functions, such as “time,” “points of observation,” and “charac-
terization.” From the analysis of bodies of text, rules emerged. Time should
be working properly, thought Mirrielees; its links should be clear and
progressive if you cut into a text at any cross section. Literary “effect”
(a term straight from Edgar Allan Poe’s early theorization of the short story
in his 1842 review of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Twice-Told Tales),16 for
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example, was “the sum of general causes plus the inciting cause.”
“A neurotic, sure the world despises him, is driven to suicide by a thing
so small as a child’s scowling at him in the street,” wrote Mirrielees: “If the
general causes for his condition have been adequately shown, then the
special cause is all-sufficient, remains all-sufficient so long as it bears upon
his own particular hurt.”17

This relationship between part and whole would surely have appealed to
Steinbeck’s organic way of thinking. If Mirrielees encouraged textual
dissection, and if Steinbeck wanted to cut open cadavers to know more
about people,18 then the handbook literature on the short story also
described the form working bodily like a drug, potentially leaving the
mind in a jerky state.19 Mirrielees’s choice of a damaged neurotic as her
example would also have resonated with Steinbeck, whose early stories
followed in the tradition of Sherwood Anderson’s “grotesque” characters
who exist at the margins of normalcy.20 Early reviewers of The Pastures of
Heaven picked up this point. “It is the first flight of a fine writing talent
which, while kindlier than that of Faulkner, is yet related to it in its
preoccupation with the abnormal,” wrote one reviewer.21 “Some of the
stories are grim,” wrote another, “for when the local supply of epileptics,
congenital idiots and lunatics runs low, the author imports one from San
Francisco.”22 Like the stories themselves, Steinbeck’s characters are inter-
connected but also walled off in their own eccentricities. They are “decen-
tralized,” noted one observant reviewer; they “do not live as individuals,”
opined another.23

André Gide, the French writer of fraught psychological fiction, thought
that Steinbeck wrote “nothing more perfect, more accomplished, than
certain of his short stories.”24 But The Pastures of Heaven, Steinbeck’s
first major publication, partially resists the popular craze for the short
story by placing its individual parts in an interconnected cycle of narratives.
Again showing the influence of Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio (1919), the
decentralized characters of Pastures populate a cycle in which the stories
neither stand alone nor come together into novelistic wholeness. As the
critic Long Le-Khac writes in his study of the story cycle prevalent in recent
Asian American and Latinx literature, the formmoves between connection
and disconnection, unity and multiplicity, individuality and collectivity,
often in political situations involving the relationship between marginal-
ized groups and a dominant culture.25 By choosing a marginalized and
hybrid genre – the short story cycle – Steinbeck returns through literary
form to the history of possession and prior occupancy that haunts the
Western land. Steinbeck’s pastures are gloomy, threatening, populated by
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deserted houses and dark trees, “the shadows they throw on the ground
have suggestive shapes.”26

One such suggestive shape is his character Tularecito, an early example
of the type of “unfinished,” innocent, nonnormative character who would
fascinate Steinbeck throughout his career. Steinbeck’s chapter about
Tularecito is the story of a suppressed indigenous presence in a colonized
land. It is also a story about the discovery of narrative itself from these
native materials, a story about the emergence of myth from the soil and
from the racial conflicts it contains. If “Tularecito” (to give the chapter
a story title) is part of the hybrid genre of the story cycle, then it is equally
hybrid in its awkward combination of realist and romantic elements. This
resonant hybridity lies at the heart of Steinbeck’s creative imagination. As
Steinbeck phrased it to Mirrielees, “there is a magic in story writing”
itself.27

Unfinishing School

Sandwiched between two chapters about the violent jealousies, repressed
desires, and psychological illnesses of the valley’s white settlers,
“Tularecito” is a story about the discovery of a strange baby and the
subsequent attempts to educate and normalize the child within the white
settler community:

The baby had short, chubby arms, and long, loose-jointed legs. Its large
head sat without interval of neck between deformedly broad shoulders. The
baby’s flat face, together with its peculiar body, caused it automatically to be
named Tularecito, Little Frog, although Franklin Gomez often called it
Coyote, “for,” he said, “there is in this boy’s face that ancient wisdom one
finds in the face of a coyote.”28

If the minor character Franklin Gomez (whose Native American servant
first discovers Tularecito) embodies in his name a merger of the Anglo and
the Latin, then Tularecito himself seems an ill-jointed mixture of contem-
porary and ancient cultures, white and native beliefs, animal and human
natures, cross-racial interest and stereotype. His Spanish name, moreover,
sets the character in a long tradition of literary precedent. In his physical
description and native inheritance, we might relate Tularecito to Caliban
fromWilliam Shakespeare’sThe Tempest (1611). Like Caliban, Tularecito is
made to work like an enslaved person. Perhaps he harbors the smoldering
colonized hatred found within Shakespeare’s indigenous character,
announced by Tularecito’s first words allegedly uttered to Gomez’s
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Indian servant Pancho: “Look! I have very sharp teeth.”29 We might place
Tularecito in the tradition of another Western frog, as in Mark Twain’s
“The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County” (1865), a tall tale
about innocence and gullibility in a Western community. Or we might
think of Tularecito alongside Poe’s “Hop-Frog” (1849), a physically
deformed character who is taken from his homeland to become an enslaved
person and court jester, only to take revenge on his captors; foreshadowing
Tularecito’s first words, Hop-Frog is repeatedly described as grinding his
teeth.30 Or further compounding these literary references, Tularecito
recalls a passage from D. H. Lawrence’s Studies in Classic American
Literature (1923), a pioneering study that, one imagines, Steinbeck may
have encountered as a student at Stanford. Lawrence draws on the presence
of Caliban to describe the contradictions of American democracy and the
haunting legacies of slavery and racism: “When you are actually in
America, America hurts, because it has a powerful disintegrative influence
upon the white psyche. It is full of grinning, unappeased aboriginal
demons, too, ghosts, and it persecutes the white men . . . until the white
men give up their absolute whiteness.”31

Which is all to say that Tularecito is such a self-consciously literary
character. Indeed, the reference to sharp teeth seems to be merely that:
a literary reference (the teeth hardly feature again in the story) designed to
place the character in dialogue, perhaps, with Lawrence’s grinning abori-
ginal demons or with “Hop-Frog” by Poe, a writer who loomed large as
a theorist of the short story in the handbook literature of Mirrielees and
others.32 Like Pancho’s original story about the discovery of Tularecito,
which had to be “stretched out of its tangle of incoherencies,”33 Steinbeck’s
“Tularecito” is on a higher level an allegory of artistic emergence. Pastures
as a whole declares strong paternity in Anderson’s Winesburg, in which
characters constantly seek to escape their loneliness by expressing them-
selves through feverish actions of the fingers and hands. Like an Anderson
character, Tularecito is described as “queer,” “unfinished,” and
“misshapen.”34 Stunted, he seeks self-completion and connection through
the action of his long, powerful, dexterous fingers, which strive to commu-
nicate by carving and drawing lifelike forms. Steinbeck is writing self-
consciously in the school of Anderson, but Steinbeck’s grotesque is very
much a racialized one. Tularecito behaves like a mixed-race fugitive from
an Anderson village, his appearance and gifts lying deep in a mysterious
indigenous past. At once a story of the return of an “aboriginal presence” –
undoubtedly primitivistic and reductive on Steinbeck’s part – and
a contemplation of the creative impulse itself, the main theme of
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“Tularecito” is the relationship between artistic talent and the educational
establishment.
Steinbeck fell under the influence of two English professors at Stanford,

Margery Bailey and Edith Mirrielees. Tularecito likewise encounters two
teachers in his enforced progress through the school, Miss Martin and
Miss Morgan, with the latter establishing a reading club for her students,
very much like Stanford’s English Club where Steinbeck met his earliest
audiences. Miss Morgan, the teacher who replaces Miss Martin, is a strong
pedagogical presence: she has read studies about Tularecito’s special needs,
and – like Mirrielees – she teaches her pupils through the precedents of
classic literature. Indeed, we might think of Tularecito’s truncated nature
in light of one of Mirrielees’s educational tactics that Steinbeck recalls: “As
an exercise we were trying to reduce the meat of a story to one sentence, for
only then could we know it well enough to enlarge it to three or six or ten
thousand words.”35 We can think of Tularecito as this “meat of a story,”
a kind of raw narrative material himself. Replicating Steinbeck’s work with
characterization, Tularecito compulsively draws different creatures of the
animal world on the chalkboard. His obsessive actions signify narrative in
its simplest form, a listing of one thing after another – a counting or
sequencing without plot, structure, or development. As a student,
Steinbeck was known for a similar compulsion: he would endlessly read
or mumble his own stories, as if he could not help it.36 He described
himself as always writing, even in his most intimate moments, and would
later characterize his obsession as a “nervous tick.”37 Like Tularecito’s gift
of drawing, story seemed to Steinbeck a magic urge that would possess
him, lifting him at times above his “confused, turgid, ugly and gross
person.”38 At other times, it was something to be feared. “Do you wonder
why I keep writing when I know of nothing to be gained by it?” he wrote
a friend in 1924: “I will tell you – when this clawed creature is tearing in my
chest, the scribbling of words appears to propitiate it momentarily.”39

Tularecito both embodies and performs this powerful and subversive
creativity. His compulsive drawing seems at first a protest at the confines of
the school. When the other pupils begin to erase the figures he draws
around the chalkboard, Tularecito flies into a violent rage. He cannot
accept revision – one ofMirrielees’s crucial categories of story writing – just
as he rejects the “honorable rules” of the school and the formulas of
alphabetic writing, spilling rivers of ink in protest at prescriptive discipline
and institutional confinement.40 If Miss Martin encourages Tularecito’s
native genius toward “astonishing detail and veracity,”41 then her replace-
ment, Tularecito’s second teacher Miss Morgan, encourages her pupils in
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the principles of romance. Like the Russian Formalists then decoding the
deep structures of literature, Miss Morgan likes fairy tales (Margery Bailey,
Steinbeck’s teacher, also wrote children’s books based on myth). She reads
her pupils stories about elves, pixies, changelings, and gnomes. Moreover,
she implicitly believes in the existence of such mythical creatures: “part of
America’s cultural starvation,” she often said, “was due to its boorish and
superstitious denial of the existence of fairies.” She even begins to partici-
pate in a fairy story herself when on a walk she tears her finger on a thorn
and draws a mark of her presence on a chalk rock. As a student of
humankind’s need for myth and story, she is led to speculate on the
existential function of language as an archetypal form of marking through
which we impose on the world the evidence of our being. “Life is so
unreal,” she writes in a letter: “I think that we seriously doubt that we
exist and go about trying to prove that we do.”42

Himself part-human and, apparently, part-gnome, Tularecito comes to
feel the pressure of Miss Morgan’s theories about the ontological need for
story. “Here was paper on which to write” is how she thinks about
Tularecito: “She could carve a lovely story that would be far more real
than a book story ever could.”43 Tularecito does not believe fairy stories to
be merely imaginative; they are real things, chronicles of actual events. He
goes forth into the world to find communion with the gnomes, digging
holes in the ground as if to discover the fairy tale’s deep structures. Indeed,
the two sides of Tularecito – the empirical and the mystical – are not unlike
the two sides of Steinbeck himself. Few major American writers, either
before or since, have known more about science, particularly biology, and
have used such knowledge to shape their writing. But Steinbeck also
claimed to believe in leprechauns and had a strong interest in magic,
particularly in the early years of his career.44 As we will see in subsequent
chapters, so balanced were these aspects of realism and the magical in
Steinbeck’s mind that we can consider him, without much of a stretch,
a homegrown magical realist. The principles of magical realism as
a movement in the visual arts were formulated in Europe simultaneously
with Steinbeck’s early development as a writer, in the 1920s. MissMorgan’s
mystical beliefs emerge from her understanding of life’s inherent unreality,
and the same was true for the art critics and theorists for whom magical
realism was merely a recognition of the miracle of existence itself.45 Never
a fully formed artistic movement in the United States, strains of magical
realism can be found particularly in the regionalist art movement associ-
ated with Steinbeck’s contemporaries Grant Wood and Thomas Hart
Benton, whose landscapes and portraits are hybrid fusions of realist
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representation and shimmering mystery. For subsequent Latin American
writers, this magical realism would serve political ends by disrupting
Western conventions of rationalism and causality, and by confronting
dominant political and cultural structures with indigenous myths and
communal mind-sets. We can find an incipient if faltering recognition of
this potential in Steinbeck’s “Tularecito.”
Writing in 1949, the Cuban novelist Alejo Carpentier viewed magical

realism as the heritage of all America, an effect of the wealth of mythologies
that emerge from “the virginity of the land, our upbringing, our ontology,
the Faustian presence of the Indian and the black man, the revelation
constituted by its recent discovery, its fecund racial mixing.”46 Tularecito
seems quite literally to represent this emergence of indigenous presence
from the land; his hybridity is a mixture of racial mind-sets. Tularecito’s
drawing of coyotes, snakes, and other animals is reminiscent of the cave
painting of certain indigenous peoples in the AmericanWest who depicted
their ancestors as animal hybrids emerging from an underground world,47

just as Tularecito goes off to “dig for the little people who live in the earth.”
(Steinbeck may have become aware of Native American art from the
Panama-Pacific International Exposition of 1915, which he visited as
a child, and which featured multiple forms of indigenous representation.)
Tularecito’s protest at the school is to some degree a racial protest; yet, it
inevitably comes to serve the needs of the white community. Working
against complete cultural erasure, his marvelous gift has the power to create
magically real feelings in observers. “He might even find the gnomes,
might live with them and talk to them,” thinks Miss Morgan: “With
a few suggestive words she had been able to make his life unreal and very
wonderful, and separated from the stupid lives about him.”48 Tularecito is
the magical meat of story on which Miss Morgan’s mind feeds.
Tularecito ultimately represents a process of appropriation rather than

a balanced hybrid of real and magical, white and indigenous elements.
After all, Tularecito’s belief in and search for supernatural beings are largely
induced by the scholarly ideas of Miss Morgan. Raw material meets
shaping influence, and their interaction leads only to partial education.
Tularecito is left with the desire to return to the earth, to find his “race” of
hybrid human-animal gnome-people by digging repeatedly in the orchard
of Bert Monroe, the central character of the larger story cycle (to the extent
that this cycle can claim to have a central character).49 Tularecito seems
trapped again in a compulsive pattern of narrative, digging his hole, having
it filled by Monroe, only to begin digging again. If Tularecito seems
trapped in narrative repetition itself, then we can read his act of digging
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as a search for deep structure, for the patterns at the heart of the folktales
and fairy stories he is told. To follow this metafictional aspect of the story
further, we might return to Stanford in 1961 – the year before Steinbeck
wrote his letter to Mirrielees – and to a lecture delivered there by the Irish
writer Frank O’Connor: “The Lonely Voice.”Theorizing the short story as
a form opposed to the normalizing tendencies of the novel, with its
assumed identification between reader and character, O’Connor posited
that the short story turns not toward a hero but instead toward
a “submerged population group.”50 The classic short story, as O’Connor
describes it emerging from American and Russian traditions, features the
“Little Man” and “outlawed figures wandering about the fringes of soci-
ety” – figures of intense human loneliness defeated by “a society that has no
sign posts, a society that offers no goals or answers.”51 In a direct prediction
of O’Connor’s theory, Tularecito is a figure of “loneliness,” “an alien,
a lonely outcast,” digging for his “little people” – his submerged population
group – literally in the earth, only to find a lack of signposts to their
presence: “from the gnomes he had no message.”52 Digging, then, has
a multivalent function in the story. It represents a search for indigenous
literary material while implying qualities of the short story form we will see
Steinbeck exploit again in “The Snake” and, later, in “The Vigilante”: that
is, the short story’s adherence to human loneliness, and its capacity to work
not horizontally, through narrative extension, but vertically, through its
layers of implied depth.
The story ends, rather abruptly, with a violent confrontation between

Tularecito, digging his hole, and Bert Monroe, the owner of the orchard.
Like one of Lawrence’s “grinning aboriginal demons” – the return of
a dispossessed racial presence – Tularecito is dealt with in the strongest
terms by a local judge. “After a short deliberation,” the story ends, “he
committed Tularecito to the asylum for the criminal insane at Napa.”53 As
he features in the cycle, Monroe is the ultimate colonizing force, a failed
businessman who seems to escape the curse of bad luck through his
possession of the land and his subsequently successful career as a farmer.
The forced institutionalization of Tularecito thus acts to remove another of
the ghosts that haunt this Western land. If the story cycle is a hybrid form
that can destabilize the relations of power and territory at the borders of
different genres, as Le-Khac has argued, then its “deterritorialized poten-
tial” is curtailed at the end of “Tularecito.”54 The violence, in which
Tularecito assaults Monroe before his arrest and incarceration, is part of
a necessary formal violence, as the greater pressure of normalized continu-
ity in the “institution” of the story cycle overcomes the insurgent energies
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represented by Tularecito and his chapter. The story cycle allows for
unruly, fantastical episodes while also finally reining them in. Monroe is
the realist who denies Tularecito’s digging for supernatural forces, viewing
it as trespass and dangerous vandalism. His view overpowers any magical
impulse. This haunting, magical presence must be dealt with for the
(mostly) realist story cycle to continue.
In his 1909 preface to his novel The Ambassadors (1903), Henry James

described “the Story” as “just the spoiled child of art.”However we attempt
to discipline it, the story has its own organic force that will inevitably “play
up.”55 As a “queer, unfinished child” himself, Tularecito represents this
power of story, a primal (and compulsive) human desire for fantastic
narrative associated with childhood storytelling.56 His “queerness” as
a character, rooted in mystery and myth, runs rampant through much of
the narrative. We can read the story as inevitably one of magical realism’s
suppression; Tularecito’s mystical potential dissipates in a realist light. As
story cycle rather than novel, however, The Pastures of Heaven never fully
weaves its various episodes into a smooth, developmental structure. The
book ends with a chapter about a bus tour of the Carmel Valley, in which
a group of tourists pauses to gaze over Las Pasturas del Cielo, contemplat-
ing its beauty and ideal promise. “If I could go down there and live down
there for a little,” thinks an old man on the bus tour, “why, I’d think over
all the things that ever happened to me, and maybe I could make some-
thing out of them, something all in one piece that had a meaning, instead
of all these trailing ends, these raw and dragging tails.”57 But as early
reviewers of the book recognized, the collection remains decentralized.
Steinbeck was attracted to hybrid forms, forms that behave messily by
keeping different interpretations alive simultaneously. The brutal way that
Tularecito is treated in the discourse of the story – the primitivist para-
digms that leave him unfinished as a character – meets a metafictional
energy that suggests a resistance to the normalizing rules of narrative.
Tularecito’s rage against the educational establishment may thus embody
something of Steinbeck’s own frustration with the prescriptive principles
he received in the classroom from teachers such as Mirrielees. Mirrielees
called for the practice of a unified “point of observation” in the short story.
“Tularecito,” however, is anything but cohesive in this regard. It is difficult
to say where the story’s sympathies lie; the violent ending leaves us
especially confused. Where Mirrielees called for a subtlety of implication,
“Tularecito” is if anything clunky in its references, particularly the way it
literalizes and reduces the idea of indigeneity by having Tularecito physic-
ally attempt to return to the soil. In terms of characterization, Tularecito is
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denied coherent persona. He seems more like what Mirrielees called
caricature: he has “grown disproportionate,” having “one over-swollen
feature concealing all the rest.”58 And as we have seen, the story may engage
with the magically real, but this hybrid form (emerging from the racial
mixture of the Americas, as Carpentier suggested) finally collapses when
Tularecito is dismissed as mad and sent away to an institution for the
mentally ill. Alterity and possibility become disability and discipline.
The final, incomplete quality of Tularecito – both character and story –

involves the place of race in Steinbeck’s work more generally. The story
recognizes the unfinished business of the colonial legacy in the California
landscape. Story itself is generated by an encounter with a native figure
whose resistance to institutions becomes fuel for the white imagination and
victim to its normalizing structures. We can explain away such problems as
conditions of Steinbeck’s notorious ambivalence: he both recognizes and
subordinates an indigenous presence. But the limits of “Tularecito” are
more significant than that. The grotesque mixture of realist and magical
modes, their failure to cohere into a unified aesthetic, suggests the work of
emergence in Steinbeck’s writing, an incomplete process toward a fuller
recognition that fails to escape the primitivist fantasies of racial otherness
that lie at its inception.

More Curious Experiments

We will encounter Steinbeck’s fraught engagement with race, and its
relation to problems of literary form, in subsequent chapters. It is worth
pausing for a moment longer on the institutional contexts informing
Steinbeck’s writing, particularly his short stories, in relation to that other
topic of enflamed debate regarding Steinbeck’s work: gender. To say the
very least, Steinbeck is problematic in his representation of women to the
extent that even those figures (such as Ma Joad in The Grapes of Wrath)
who occupy central positions in his narratives can seem like midwives to
their own oppression, to paraphrase Vivyan Adair, or merely vessels for
male desires and relationships, as Nellie McKay writes, or else their
femininity can seem abstracted to serve the ideology of the New Deal, as
Michael Szalay has argued.59 We might attack or defend Steinbeck on the
gender question, but the more important point is to recognize the complex
ways that gender operates as a problematic in his work. The story I have in
mind is “The Snake” in The Long Valley (1938). Its institutional context is
not the school, with its prescriptive rules, but a site of experimentation:
the lab.
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The other major educational influence on Steinbeck’s life, beyond the
classroom, was the scientific laboratory, specifically the Monterey lab of
Steinbeck’s close friend Ed Ricketts. Steinbeck and Ricketts would journey
together to the Gulf of California to collect marine specimens and would
write about it collaboratively in Sea of Cortez (1941), as we will see in
Chapter 8. Ricketts’s lab served as an educational supply company that
sold preserved animal specimens to schools. It also functioned as a meeting
point for a diverse range of intellectual, artistic, and other countercultural
figures in the area.60Ricketts had studied at the University of Chicago with
Walter Clyde Allee, a marine zoologist and pioneering ecologist.61 Ricketts
never completed his degree and was never fully accepted as a scientist by his
academic peers, which created a tension with traditional disciplines that
must have appealed to Steinbeck. In the eulogy Steinbeck wrote for
Ricketts after his untimely death in 1948 (his car was hit by a train on
a railroad crossing), Steinbeck described Ricketts’s role in disrupting
conventional wisdom. “Far from learning,” Steinbeck wrote in “About
Ed Ricketts,” “adults simply become set in a maze of prejudices and dreams
and sets of rules whose origins they do not know and would not dare
inspect for fear the whole structure might topple over on them.”62

Opposing such conformity, Ricketts was a latter-day transcendental phil-
osopher as well as scientist and poet; his thinking gave Steinbeck a way to
unmask ideologies and “break through” the obstacles of our anthropocen-
tric assumptions to glimpse humanity’s “complete existence” and deep
integration into the universe.63 Ricketts offered Steinbeck an education in
a kind of observation or attention, a seeing of things as they are in
themselves, free from the teleologies and preconceived value judgments
we impose upon them. Steinbeck’s term for this kind of probing observa-
tion was curiosity (“I think I use that word far too much,” he wrote at the
end of the journal he kept while writing The Grapes of Wrath).64 Together
with Ricketts, Steinbeck would theorize this ideal of observation in Sea of
Cortez, as we will see later, and he would write about it in another work that
fictionalizes Ricketts, his short story “The Snake.” “Tularecito” marks an
early point in Steinbeck’s experiments with the short story, one that
inevitably but productively fails in its unfinished attempt to mix magical
and realist modes. “The Snake” offers a more synthesized play with the
narrative techniques of story writing. A truncated experiment in point of
view, “The Snake” is a study of curiosity that, as Steinbeck noted in “About
Ed Ricketts,” also provoked some “curious reactions” in its readers.65

The story of a mysterious woman who visits Dr. Phillips’s lab one
night, “The Snake” centers on a process of observation that predicts
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Steinbeck’s and Ricketts’s ideas in Sea of Cortez, just as it reflects on an
aesthetics of vision developing at that time in the art world of the
Monterey Bay. Dr. Phillips (one of several versions of the Doc Ricketts
character that spans Steinbeck’s work) has collected starfish from the tide
pool and is engaging in a process of observing the starfish at different
stages of reproduction, working to preserve them over time by mounting
them on microscope slides for biological study. In Sea of Cortez,
Steinbeck and Ricketts would describe photography as the ultimate
medium to observe and capture, through close attention, the shells and
other marine invertebrates they collected in the Gulf of California (even
if they struggled with the technology of the camera on the voyage itself).
Shells were also one of the subjects of Carmel-based photographer
Edward Weston, who would use extremely long exposure times to
capture, through a process of pure vision, the “sheer aesthetic form” of
the shell, its essential being (Figure 1.1).66 Weston described this process
as seeing through the eyes not with them so that all human thoughts
disappear by observing the object in itself. Weston’s friends, however,
did not see things in quite that way. “I cannot look at them long without
feeling exceedingly perturbed,” wrote Tina Modotti, “they disturbed me
not only mentally but physically. There is something so pure and at the
same time so perverse about them. They contain both the innocence of
natural things and the morbidity of a sophisticated, distorted mind. They
make me think of lilies and of embryos. They are mystical and erotic.”67

If Weston’s shells tended to make observers think of his nudes, then
similar resonances can be discovered in reactions to “The Snake,” a story
that Steinbeck claimed was based on something that “just happened” in
Ricketts’s lab – an event lacking deeper meaning – but that generated
accusations that Steinbeck had a “perverted imagination.”68

This tension emerges at the heart of the story too, when Dr. Phillips’s
desire to hold his pure scientific vision to his starfish (he has the “pre-
occupied eyes of one who looks through a microscope a great deal”) is
disrupted by the alluring presence of the woman who mysteriously walks
into the lab one night, demanding to see a rattlesnake consume a rat.69

The story treats the relationship between attention and distraction. In
this study of focalization, our omniscient narrator tends to see things
from Dr. Phillips’s point of view even as we are watching the doctor from
the outside. The nameless woman’s intense desire to see the rattlesnake
eat the rat makes Dr. Phillips want to attract her attention to himself – “A
desire to arouse her grew in him” – but increasingly he cannot take his
eyes off her, as the woman’s curiosity in the snake occupies more and
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more of his (and the story’s) attention. The woman thus becomes
objectified, to the extent that even when her eyes were directed toward
the doctor, “they did not seem to see him,” thus making her very like the
snake she is observing.70 Dr. Phillips’s experiment with the starfish fails
because the woman herself has become a specimen through the arresting
activity of his observation – a specimen that distracts by removing the
agency of the enraptured observer. The experiment of the story lies in the
way that, through Dr. Phillips’s focus on the woman’s act of watching, it
brings attention to attention itself. The story becomes a study, in other
words, of what objectifying observation looks like.

Figure 1.1 Edward Weston, “Shells,” 1927. © 2020 Center for Creative
Photography, Arizona Board of Regents/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York.

Photo © Tate, London 2017.
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Returning to Mirrielees’s theories of “points of observation” helps us
understand more about Steinbeck’s experiment with omniscience in
“The Snake.” “Omniscience,” writes Mirrielees,

allows for an observation of the mind as complete as that in the stream-of-
consciousness story but allows for it from the outside. The author photo-
graphs minds; he does not enclose himself in them. And, as with all
photographs, background appears as well as main figure. From his point
of vantage, he finds and pictures relations, qualities, of which the individuals
concerned know nothing.71

Mirrielees’s turn to photography resonates with Steinbeck’s story about
techniques of vision, and indeed it seems directly relevant to the way that
the story’s omniscient focalization seems to objectify the woman by
emptying her vision of subjectivity. “She continued to look at him,” we
read at the moment when the woman asks for a male snake, “but her eyes
did not center on him, rather they covered him and seemed to see in a big
circle all around him.”72 Rather than an empty look that does not see
Dr. Phillips, the woman’s vision is its own form of omniscience, rather like
Mirrielees’s idea of photography that reveals something beyond the know-
ledge of the main figure. Hence the story does not simply feature the
dominant focus of Dr. Phillips; instead, it creates a double perspective in
which Dr. Phillips’s looking is itself being seen for what it is. Take these
two moments from the climax of the story when the snake finally swallows
the rat:

The snake fitted its jaws over the rat’s head and then with a slow peristaltic
pulsing, began to engulf the rat. The jaws gripped and the whole throat
crawled up, and the jaws gripped again. . . .
He walked to her where she stood in front of the snake cage. The rat

was swallowed, all except an inch of pink tail that stuck out of the snake’s
mouth like a sardonic tongue. The throat heaved again and the tail
disappeared. The jaws snapped back into their sockets, and the big
snake crawled heavily to the corner, made a big eight and dropped its
head on the sand.73

The intensity of the woman’s vision makes the doctor feel “sick,” but the
“perversity” (to use Steinbeck’s word for his reader’s reactions) of the story
lies within the point of observation.74 Through a double focus,
Dr. Phillips’s attention to the woman’s attention becomes inherently
sexual. These are not only descriptions of someone watching somebody
else watch a snake eating a rat, in other words, but they are also descriptions
of the oral sexual act that the male character implicitly desires.
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The story as a whole contains a number of more obvious double
entendres and sexual references. The snake seems to kiss the rat before
eating it, just as the rat’s legs kick spasmodically as if experiencing la petite
mort, after which the woman “relaxed sleepily.”75 To underline matters
further, the woman’s voice is described as “throaty,” and Dr. Phillips offers
her a number of conventional “pick-up” lines (“I haven’t anything to do for
twenty minutes,” he says at one point, and then later, “Would you like
some coffee?”).76 And of course, the snake itself is the oldest phallic symbol
in the book, as Dr. Phillips finally admits in a confused state: “‘I’ve read so
much about psychological sex symbols,’ he thought. ‘It doesn’t seem to
explain.’”77 The story culminates in the doctor’s ongoing, unrequited
obsession with the woman, for whom he searches unsuccessfully in the
streets. He becomes an agent (or victim) of unbounded, “bad” curiosity.
But in a sense, all curiosity is bad in this story because vision comes
unconsciously to embody arousal. As was the case with Weston’s shells,
the act of attention to attention cannot remain pure “is-thinking” that
decenters the human in its contemplation of the essential quality of the
object. Instead, curiosity is clouded by male desire to dominate, to con-
quer, to convert women into sexual animals, mere sex objects. Predicting
the dynamic in Steinbeck’s story, Weston’s shells were haunted by his
nudes.
In Chapter 3 we will see again Steinbeck’s play with photographic

perspective in the short story form. His career as a whole featured close
collaborations with photographers such as Horace Bristol on an aborted
photo documentary precursor to The Grapes of Wrath (1939), with John
Swope on Bombs Away: The Story of a Bomber Team (1942), and with
Robert Capa on A Russian Journal (1948). Steinbeck’s imagination tended
to move across both genre and media. Noting how photographers and
short story writers talk about art in similar ways, the Argentine author Julio
Cortázar (whose story based on a photograph was subsequently adapted
into Michelangelo Antonioni’s 1966 movie Blow-Up) described photo-
graphs and short stories as working in parallel: “cutting off a fragment of
reality, giving it certain limits, but in such a way that this segment acts like
an explosion which fully opens a more ample reality, like a dynamic vision
which spiritually transcends the space reached by the camera.” If cinema is
an “open order” like the novel, developing through a synthesis of multifa-
ceted elements moving toward a climax, then photography and short
stories work inversely, through delimited image or event whereby readers
move not horizontally, as in the novel, but vertically up and down in
interpretive space.78 “The Snake” works accordingly by creating a layered
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or hybrid vision in which the supposedly objective vision of the scientist
merges with the literary imagination’s power to pervert. The focused
attention of the short story suggests how attention itself is never neutral.
Thus, Steinbeck’s work can present us with an unnerving variety of ethical
positions concerning the politics of race and gender. In “Tularecito,” the
metafictional contemplation of the short story’s institutional production
depends on an appropriation of racial material that fails to recognize
wholeness or depth in a supposedly native character. What is clearly
a problem of race in “Tularecito” becomes a more subtle problematics of
gender in “The Snake” because Steinbeck’s story makes apparent the
ideological structures buried in the process of seeing itself. The story
provoked “curious reactions” in its readers, perhaps, because of this experi-
mental play with curiosity in which the act of attention comes under the
microscope to expose unconscious tensions and biases within the act of
“straight” looking. The story helps us see the dynamics of dis-ease in the
dominant imagination – a point that is partly true of race in Steinbeck’s
return to the subject in his 1933 novel, To a God Unknown.
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