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Cannery Row

Born in Salinas, California, in 1902, John Steinbeck grew up in a fertile agricultural valley about twenty-five miles from the Pacific Coast − and both valley and coast would serve as settings for some of his best fiction. In 1919 he went to Stanford University, where he intermittently enrolled in literature and writing courses until he left in 1925 without taking a degree. During the next five years he supported himself as a labourer and journalist in New York City, all the time working on his first novel, Cup of Gold (1929). After marriage and a move to Pacific Grove, he published two Californian fictions, The Pastures of Heaven (1932) and To a God Unknown (1933), and worked on short stories later collected in The Long Valley (1938). Popular success and financial security came only with Tortilla Flat (1935), stories about Monterey’s paisanos. A ceaseless experimenter throughout his career, Steinbeck changed course regularly. Three powerful novels of the late 1930s focused on the Californian labouring class: In Dubious Battle (1936), Of Mice and Men (1937) and the book considered by many his finest, The Grapes of Wrath (1939). Early in the 1940s, Steinbeck became a filmmaker with The Forgotten Village (1941) and a serious student of marine biology with Sea of Cortez (1941). He devoted his services to the war, writing Bombs Away (1942) and the controversial play-novelette The Moon is Down (1942). Cannery Row (1945), The Wayward Bus (1947), The Pearl (1947), A Russian Journal (1948), another experimental drama, Burning Bright (1950), and The Log from the Sea of Cortez (1951) preceded publication of the monumental East of Eden (1952), an ambitious saga of the Salinas Valley and his own family’s history. The last decades of his life were spent in New York City and Sag Harbor with his third wife, with whom he travelled widely. Later books include Sweet Thursday (1954), The Short Reign of Pippin IV: A Fabrication (1957), Once There was a War (1958), The Winter of Our Discontent (1961), Travels with Charley in Search of America (1962), America and Americans (1966) and the posthumously published Journal of a Novel: The ‘East of Eden’ Letters (1969), Viva Zapata! (1975), The Acts of King Arthur and His Noble Knights (1976) and Working Days: The Journals of ‘The Grapes of Wrath’ (1989). He died in 1978, having won a Nobel Prize in 1962.

Susan Shillinglaw is a professor of English and Director of the Center for Steinbeck Studies at San Jose State University. She co-edited Steinbeck and the Environment and John Steinbeck: Contemporary Reviews. She edits the Steinbeck Newsletter and has published articles on Steinbeck.
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Introduction

Steinbeck’s epic California novels deconstruct the visionary and edenic West. Characters in To a God Unknown, The Grapes of Wrath, and East of Eden discover that they cannot impose mythic patterns on Western space—cannot, in short, cultivate orange groves in the Central Valley. His dreamers typically languish or perish. But as insistently as he dismantles the national mythos of Western expansion in his “big books,” he constructs the West in little books. (Book size was, apparently, a private joke shared with his second wife in the 1940s.) Steinbeck sculpts California landscapes, fixing the identity of well-known locales in The Pastures of Heaven, Tortilla Flat, and Cannery Row. Each is a novel of loosely connected tales and each coheres, in part, because the locale is vividly rendered. And each cycle insists that place is defined by the interaction of inhabitants and their environment. Not only is Cannery Row the best of these three, but, disarmingly, it is also the most ambitious. In its very dislocations and jarring shifts in tone and voice and character, this tough and charming little book weaves strands of Steinbeck’s non-teleological acceptance of what “is,” his ecological vision, and his own memories of a street and the people who made it home. Steinbeck’s art gave this street its form, its identity, and a name that stuck: In 1957 the city of Monterey changed the name of Ocean View Drive to Cannery Row.

In the 1940s, however, most knew Cannery Row as a bustling industrial enclave. The name popularly designated a strip of Monterey’s Ocean View Avenue that ran along the sixteen or so large canneries processing the Monterey Bay sardine, caught in huge quantities and then canned or reduced to oil and fishmeal. The year the novel was published (1945) was also the peak year for the industry, when 237,000 tons of sardines were processed. The next year, however, the figure plummeted to 142,000 tons and, in 1947, to 31,000 tons, an 87 per cent decline in two seasons. The sardines had all but disappeared and the canneries gradually ceased operating, the last closing in 1973 after canning squid for years. These are the vital statistics of the street that Steinbeck made famous.

But this book does not give a local habitation and name to these economic abstractions. His novel is not about the canneries at all, nor is it about the men and women who worked there. Employment in the canneries is, for Mack and the boys, a desperate measure, a last resort. Nor, in large part, is this book set during hours when the canneries operate. Steinbeck’s Cannery Row exists after “the whistles scream again” and “the men and women straggle out and droop their ways up the hill into the town and Cannery Row becomes itself again—quiet and magical.” The “hour of pearl,” he often reminds us, is a “little era of rest … when time stops and examines itself.” It’s largely a nighttime book, as removed from a cannery’s time clock as it is from Steinbeck’s home in tiny Pacific Grove, whose narrow streets climb sharply away from the bay, and from the old center of Monterey, located a mile or so distant. In “the hour of pearl,” this enclave in New Monterey is no longer a center of commercial exploitation of the sea; rather, it becomes naturalized. Cannery Row after hours is, using Steinbeck’s metaphor, a tide pool teeming with life after the ocean of commerce recedes.

That ecosystem is located at the margins of the West. In no other Steinbeck novel is the sense of edenic possibility so thoroughly contained by the Pacific. The open road of the Western experience ends on Cannery Row at the edge of the sea, and rather than make that a subject of utter despair, Steinbeck asks the reader simply to survey, as deliberately as Doc peers into Monterey’s Great Tide Pool, what exists at land’s end. The flotsam of society coexists here: Mack and the boys, Doc, Dora Flood, Lee Chong, and most dramatically Henri—the artist who constructs a boat that he fears to sail—all live on the margins of society, on the verge of loneliness, dependent on one another for survival. And although some reviewers complained that Steinbeck repeatedly focused on “society’s amoral fringe” where readers found “his now familiar reversal of values,” it is in the interconnected lives of these marginalized characters, most certainly, that Steinbeck locates life. Here the writer, like his scientist hero, scrutinizes what is, not what might be. Cannery Row is Steinbeck’s purest non-judgmental, “non-teleological” text.

What does that tell us about the form and meaning of this novel? First, it’s not a tightly plotted book, not a book with clear resolution, not a book working toward an ending or purpose. Rather, it’s about seeing carefully and without pre-conceived notions. It’s also a book lacking a dreamer. No Grandpa Joad talks of mythic groves, no Adam Trask envisions paradisiacal acres, and no Lennie savors incantatory phrases. The only visionary in Cannery Row appears in the penultimate chapter: “a beautiful gopher … in the prime of his life,” who energetically creates a gopher paradise, only to doom himself to isolation. Female gophers, he learns, live in the thick of things—like traps, like life itself. The gopher’s reenactment of the fall is, in fact, a parodic fable of the novelist’s own fiction about failed dreamers. In contrast to this parabolic tale, the bulk of the novel focuses on acceptance of life as it is. What flourishes in this microcosm is the “ALL” that is life: the exuberant energy that erupts in parties and the loneliness and terror that sear the soul. The book embraces at one moment the group, at another the individual. It marks connections while acknowledging the despair pulling against them. In this bifurcated sensibility, which stretches to include glimpses of a dream-like metaphysical awareness as well, Steinbeck envisions a whole that is his twilight Cannery Row, “the gathered and the scattered.”

That phrase from the novel’s first sentence hints at the method of Steinbeck’s book and may also serve as a model here: to gather the complex strands of Steinbeck’s life and art that went into this poetic autobiography, to borrow William Spengemann’s terminology. The strands are many: his friendship with Ed Ricketts and their shared ecological vision; his personal and artistic dislocation after writing The Grapes of Wrath; his determination to find a new form for the “moribund” novel; his experiences as a war correspondent in World War II; and his memories of the characters, all real, who lived on Monterey’s Cannery Row.

I

The marine biologist Edward F. Ricketts was Steinbeck’s closest friend for eighteen years, from 1930—when they met shortly after Steinbeck moved to Pacific Grove—to 1948, when Ricketts died after his car was struck by a train. Ricketts was an exceptional man, “different from anyone and yet so like that everyone found himself in Ed.” As Steinbeck describes him in his biographical tribute, “About Ed Ricketts,” that serves as a preface to The Log from the Sea of Cortez, Ricketts was a man whose “mind had no horizons. He was interested in everything.” Ed “never moralized in any way. He would be more likely to examine the problem carefully, with calm and clarity, and to lift the horrors out of it by easy examination.” In life he was Steinbeck’s alter ego, in art his persona. Frequently shy and essentially modest, Steinbeck sought buffers to confront the world, and Ed Ricketts was one of many in his life who held that station. That is not to suggest that the relationship was parasitic, however, or that Steinbeck was self-effacing. The writer could be as ebullient as he could be retiring, could be both storyteller and listener. But with Ricketts he shared an exceptionally close intellectual and emotional bond, so that his friend became, in fiction, the voice of the author.

There is some of Ricketts in Doc of In Dubious Battle, in Casy of The Grapes of Wrath, in Lee of East of Eden; and, most explicitly, Ricketts is romanticized as Doc of Cannery Row and its rollicking sequel, Sweet Thursday. One old-timer on Cannery Row, interviewed in the mid-1970s, remarked that in the novel Ricketts is Steinbeck’s truest “peephole,” and that casual remark explains much about their friendship as well as the book that honors it. If the other characters in Cannery Row are looked at as specimens in the tide pool, they, in turn, are all looking at Doc. And the reader, in turn, must learn to look as broadly, carefully, and profoundly as does Doc—or as did Steinbeck, the writer, and Ricketts, the scientist. Like Melville’s Ishmael (Moby Dick was one of Steinbeck’s favorite novels), Doc digs deeper and understands connections; he is essentially a lonely man, yet he befriends everyone. He connects with a boy like Frankie and listens to Mack’s admission of failure. As Doc/Ricketts/Steinbeck embraces the multiplicity of life, so must the reader embrace the novel’s fragmented parts and create connections that make an artistic whole. The reader must see, in short, as Doc sees.

As ecologists, both Ricketts and Steinbeck thus rejected a man-centered universe and stressed the interconnectedness of humans with nature, of humans with others. That profound ecological awareness was somewhat unusual for a Depressionera scientist, even more so for a writer of fiction. The most thoroughgoing statement of their holistic perspective is the nonfictional account of their 1940 trip to catalogue marine life in the Baja peninsula, Sea of Cortez: A Leisurely Journal of Travel and Research. In the narrative part of the book, Steinbeck writes: “A man looking at reality brings his own limitations to the world. If he has strength and energy of mind the tide pool stretches both ways, digs back to electrons and leaps space into the universe and fights out of the moment into non-conceptual time. Then ecology has a synonym which is ALL.” Both had faith, with Emerson, that the world yielded meaning and connections for anyone who looked carefully at what existed. This is Ricketts, writing in 1940:


Who would see a replica of man’s social structure has only to examine the abundant and various life of the tide pools, where miniature communal societies wage dubious battle against equally potent societies in which the individual is paramount, with trends shifting, maturing, or dying out, with all the living organisms balanced against the limitations of the dead kingdom of rocks and currents and temperatures and dissolved gases. A study of animal communities has this advantage: they are merely what they are, for anyone to see who will and can look clearly; they cannot complicate the picture by worded idealisms, by saying one thing and being another; here the struggle is unmasked and the beauty is unmasked.



That “unmasking” makes a very good metaphor to set beside Steinbeck’s “tide pool” of Cannery Row; to examine the delicate specimen Steinbeck presents in the novel—as he urges the reader to do at the end of the first chapter—is to recognize the terrible beauty of interconnected life. And that’s precisely Steinbeck’s intention: to see life in its broadest definitions as it exists in this one place, Cannery Row.

But Steinbeck’s ecological convictions are not, it must be stressed, the result of a post-Grapes conversion. The novel’s thoroughgoing ecological perspective may be traced to long-held convictions. During the composition of To a God Unknown in 1930, he wrote in his journal: “Each figure is a population and the stones—the trees, the muscled mountains are the world—but not the world apart from man—the world and man—the one inseparable unit man and his environment. Why they should ever have been understood as being separate I do not know. Man is said to come out of his environment. He doesn’t know when.” In his apprentice fiction, Steinbeck treats that unit as mystical, certainly apolitical. With a defter artistic touch, however, he shows how unity between humanity and the environment, or, indeed, between men and others, is threatened by economic exploitation (imaged in the tractors that collapse the Joads’ home) and by political maneuverings of Communist organizers and the powerful Associated Farmers of In Dubious Battle. In his work of the late 1930s, unwieldy social forces undermine ecological bonds as well as human communities. Harmony with nature is as fragile as the stolen night that Lennie and George share under the stars, as intangible as their visionary acres. Assaulted throughout The Grapes of Wrath, the human family forges only tentative bonds. Rose of Sharon, whose education from self-centered girl to empathetic woman is at the heart of the novel, offers her breast to a destitute man in the book’s striking conclusion and then smiles mysteriously, an empathetic gesture that briefly reconciles the combative destructiveness of economic exploitation. Tom Joad commits himself to a larger, but undefined, community. In such acts, the human species triumphs over economic and political rapacity and, as always in Steinbeck’s fiction, endures.

“Out there” is a “world ruled by tigers with ulcers, rutted by strictured bulls, scavenged by blind jackals,” Steinbeck reminds us at the beginning of Cannery Row. And within the enclave of Cannery Row, life is scarely less violent. There are three, possibly four suicides in the book. It’s a Darwinian universe. Yet Steinbeck never abandoned faith in the human capacity for survival and connection. The narrative chapters of Cannery Row tell of the fittest who make it. Through symbiotic, commensal, and parasitic bonds, they exist within their tiny ecosystem. Mack and the boys, outcasts all, survive by accommodation—bartering with Lee Chong, placating the man who owns the frog-laden pond—and thus they are able to “dine delicately with the tigers, fondle the frantic heifers, and wrap up the crumbs to feed the sea gulls of Cannery Row.”

II

If the novel’s ecological vision traced a direct line, its artistic form evolved less smoothly. The gestation of Cannery Row was long and, in external circumstance, turbulent.

From its very inception, the Monterey material was one antidote to the highly political and politicized novel The Grapes of Wrath. As he neared completion of his big book in September of 1938, he wrote to his literary agent that he had in minda“magnificent story about Monterey. I wish I could write it some weekend.” But he couldn’t write the Josh Billings story, he complained, not then, not in the weeks immediately following publication of his epic in March the following year. Plagued by ill health, beleaguered by challenges to Grapes’s accuracy and attacks on its language, guilt-ridden over a crumbling marriage, he felt a desperate need to escape from fiction, to kick up his heels instead. He found a girlfriend, a young Hollywood singer named Gwendolyn Conger. (She would become his second wife in 1943.) And he resolutely turned his back on politics, on long fiction, and indeed on the novel as a genre. “I must make a new start,” he wrote to Carlton Sheffield, his college roommate, in 1939. “I’ve worked the novel—I know it as far as I can take it. I never did think much of it—a clumsy vehicle at best. And I don’t know the form of the new but I know there is a new which will be adequate and shaped by the new thinking. Anyway, there is a picture of my confusion.” Exacerbating his personal and creative restlessness was his awareness of global malaise: “The world of man is fit now mainly for satire,” he wrote to a friend, “but a ghastly satire of the insane—the rolling head and laughing tongue and glassy eyes.”

Personal, creative, and political dislocation thus seemed the order of the day, and Steinbeck’s solution was simply to turn himself inside out, to recreate himself and the art that defined him. When in late 1939 he again seriously considered the Monterey material, he cast it in his experimental genre, the play/novelette, (the form he had used for the highly acclaimed Of Mice and Men). He called his first fiction after Grapes “The God in the Pipes,” a project he thought “might be fun.” Like all his post-Grapes projects, it seemed to him revolutionary. Throughout his career his restless creativity sought new forms as well as fresh intellectual challenges, but from 1939 to 1943 he drove himself relentlessly, almost obsessively, in new directions. Briefly in 1939 he helped documentary filmmaker Pare Lorentz with a government film on public health, “The Fight for Life,” motivated largely by his admiration for Lorentz’s innovative techniques. “Hollywood is breaking up,” he wrote to Sheffield in 1939. “There’ll be a new set up before long and decent pictures can be made. And I want to learn the technique.” So he made his own film about resistance to modern medicine in a Mexican village, the controversial 1941 documentary “The Forgotten Village.”

Science also held out hope for his creative endeavors. Since his Stanford days, marine biology had intrigued him, and throughout the thirties he maintained that “the biologists are on the verge of new discoveries that make a new world outlook.” By mid-1939, under the tutelage of Ed Ricketts, he began serious training to become a marine biologist. This resolute commitment to scientific study resulted in Sea of Cortez, an unconventional scientific text about the 1940 expedition to Baja California to collect specimens along the littoral. In short, he had ambitious goals in those skittish years: to revive moribund Hollywood, the “dry balls” of science, and the novel as well. However diverse these post-Grapes endeavors seem, they were primarily visual, riveting his gaze on the thing itself, and they were grounded in the empirical method of close scrutiny. Through the discipline of keen observation and description, Steinbeck sought artistic renewal.

But the satiric “Pipes” was not an efficacious tonic for his own malaise. Only in the serenity of science did he find respite from personal and creative anguish. The problem with his first version of the Monterey material was that it was not scientific enough; in it Steinbeck did not achieve the detachment absolutely necessary for his own creativity. Since the early 1930s he had declared with some frequency that he could not write unless unaware of his own ego, unless his self was subsumed in narrative. “Pipes” was an intellectual exercise rather than a deeply felt vision, a round of acerbic sparring that a disenchanted Steinbeck had occasionally indulged in since his Stanford days. The odd, untitled fragment (a “lost” manuscript that critic Roy Simmonds has recently shown conclusively to be the “Pipes” text) falls into two parts, one fantastical, one realistic. In this sense, it is as unconventional as the novel itself.

The first section tells of Salinas-born Cameron’s desire to see the “grail,” a champagne bottle enshrined by “the Boss” who rules with lordly disdain over the people who dwell in abandoned cannery pipes. The Boss is Steinbeck’s Marlow. Initially enigmatic and aloof, he enters his boiler in the second part and confronts a termagant wife who bitterly accuses him of neglect. Her tirade is recycled in the published text as the Malloys’ story, a tale of a perplexed husband who cannot quite appreciate his wife’s obsession with curtains for the windowless boiler. The draft thus sounds in a major key what is muted in Cannery Row: the respectable female’s passion for order, control, inhibition. “Pipes” was, in short, simply too bitingly satiric and, in addition, perhaps too personal in its attack on grail seekers, on women, and on Salinas, where “the people [are] so wise naturally that they need never read nor study.” For a writer who had long scorned the middle-class complacency and narrow-mindedness of his home town, the satiric blows come with a ponderous hand. In the completed novel, however, the vitriolic anger is neutralized. One darkly satiric chapter was cut from the manuscript—later published as “The Time the Wolves Ate the Vice-Principal”—while only one remained, the Josh Billings tale that was the first contemplated of the Monterey stories, a satiric oddity that, in all probability, reveals Steinbeck’s sense of rejection in Monterey. The “Pipes” fragment is important largely because it contains the rancor of some of his darkest years, which he would adroitly control in Cannery Row.

Marriage to Gwyn, a move to New York City, and a stint overseas as a war correspondent filled the months between late 1941, when he abandoned the “Pipes” project, and early 1944, when he began writing Cannery Row. If the war left him no more sanguine about the world or less susceptible to fits of melancholia, it did permit him to view his past with greater detachment. Cannery Row was conceived in large part out of his own loneliness and nostalgia while overseas. In September 1943, he wrote to Gwyn, his wife of only six months, most of which time he had spent on assignment in Europe:


Read a great deal of Shakespeare last night and perhaps because of the situation found great meanings in it.… It reminded me so much of the evenings in the lab with the gallon of wine on the floor and the music playing and the reading of poetry and drinking of wine and the people wandering in and out to look at the microscopes and the anoemones, and the vital experiment you carried on as to whether there were volitional muscles in the neck of the anoemone and how you proved very well there were by the simple process of starving them. All this from the sound of the lines in Timon of Athens and Hamlet. I am bitterly homesick for you and for the good, dignified and sometimes sillythings.… You remember the story of the old professor who lived in a cave and was always just completing an airplane. That is something like me now.



The solemn music of Shakespeare’s tragedies gave Steinbeck the mood of Doc’s second party, the climax of the book. And his own personal dislocation—so like the old professor’s—gave him one of the loneliest characters in the book: the boldly experimental and yet terrified artist Henri, who is always just completing his boat. However rollicking its action, Cannery Row is also a somber book. As Jackson Benson, Steinbeck’s biographer, has suggested, it is Steinbeck’s war novel, but largely by omission. He suppresses the war. Cannery Row is born out of loss—of self, of his California home, of the friend who sustained him, and of certainty in a meaningful world. With Doc at the center it is Steinbeck’s Odyssey, an artistic journey home after the ravages of European conflict; Ricketts is like Penelope, waiting and keeping the Row in order. In recreating the home that was far more important to him than his native Salinas, Steinbeck retreated from an incomprehensible war, not by escaping into frivolity, as so many critics accused him of doing. Rather, by restoring order to his fictional house, Steinbeck imitates Doc, the serene scientist who, after the boisterous and failed first party, accepts and reorganizes his ruined workplace. As artist, Steinbeck literally conflates the economy of ordinary life with the ecology of nature.

What enabled him to restore order and meaning in art—and in life—was the scientific detachment that Steinbeck honed in the years before the war. A clue to his state of mind as he began Cannery Row may be found in his attitude toward the war he had witnessed. In the 1958 “Preface” to his war dispatches, gathered and published as Once There Was a War, Steinbeck writes: “Perhaps it is right or even necessary to forget accidents, and wars are surely accidents to which our species seems prone. If we could learn from our accidents it might be well to keep the memories alive, but we do not learn.” This is a cold view of human folly, but also one that sees murderous intent as a comprehensible—if also reprehensible—part of the human condition. Partly out of this fundamental acceptance of life’s vagaries, partly out of numbness, partly out of a sense of his own homelessness, and, no doubt, partly out of horror, Steinbeck turned from the great war to his tiny subject, the place that for him was home. One more passage from the 1958 “Preface” to the dispatches may give us the final clue to the composition of Cannery Row: “People who try to tell you what the Blitz was like in London start with fire and explosion and then almost invariably end up with some very tiny detail which crept in and set and became the symbol of the whole thing for them.” The street in Monterey came to symbolize for Steinbeck the whole thing—life, in a word. The difficulty in reading this novel is that it includes so much that is essentially Steinbeck: scientific detachment and ecological awareness; empathy toward the lonely and dispossessed that occasionally verges on sentimentality; awareness of the potential cruelty of group man; and, at the darkest level in the book, the terror of isolation and nothingness, existential despair that was his own demon as well as the legacy of war. And, of course, humor. It’s probably Steinbeck’s funniest novel.

In its very complexity, Cannery Row contains the centrifugal energies of the previous five years.

III

A few weeks after returning from his stint as a war correspondent, Steinbeck set out to write his little book. The manuscript of Cannery Row begins with this phrase: “Concerning the difficulties involved in writing an account as this—.” And, near the end of the first chapter, the manuscript includes this sentence: “It can be seen that this will be a very difficult book to write.” That original frame suggests that Cannery Row was not intended to be, as the London Times declared, a“straggling and arbitrary sequence of trivial events.” Dismissed by many reviewers as frothy and sentimental, it certainly was not the novel expected from a writer who had grappled with California’s labor problems, and not the sort lauded in the midst of a world war. While Edmund Wilson, writing for the New Yorker, called it Steinbeck’s “most satisfactory book because it attempts to objectify and exploit the author’s own relation to his characters,” he also decried the “coarseness that tends to spoil Mr. Steinbeck as an artist.” Indeed, Steinbeck himself was later apt to dismiss it as “a nostalgic thing, written for a group of soldiers who had said to me, ‘Write something funny that isn’t about the war. Write something for us to read—we’re sick of war.”’ Yet he also commented that the book was written on “four levels” and told his editor, Pascal Covici, that “no critic has as yet stumbled on the design of the book.” Steinbeck’s own remarks are as baffling as the critics’ divided opinions on the book’s merit. Perhaps the safest course to steer in reading this seemingly disjointed text is to consider it first as “difficult” as the life it mimics.

The first sentence of the novel maps his artistic terrain. “Cannery Row in Monterey in California is a poem, a stink, a grating noise, a quality of light, a tone, a habit, a nostalgia, a dream.” Cannery Row is first a real spot. It is “a stink, a grating noise,” a place that, when the reduction plants were in operation, produced fumes so noxious that in 1936 the mayor of Pacific Grove told the city attorney to sue Monterey. Here is the best of Steinbeck’s range, capturing the mood of a locale, recording the absolutely ordinary: Doc’s toilet leaks; Mack’s dog, Darling, just won’t be house-trained; and the birthday cake that Eddie bakes for Doc behaves “very curiously.” Steinbeck roots us in the particular and mundane only to let loose. Cannery Row is also “a poem … a nostalgia, a dream.” In this first sentence seven nouns flow from art to life to art, just as the rest of that introductory chapter enumerates the locations, activities, and persons of the Row and then subsides into the metaphor that contains them, the tide pool; just as the early chapters lean in to peer closely at inhabitants of the Row and the later ones draw back to capture the shimmering whole in the parties and, in the last chapter, in the art of poetry. The meaning of the book is contained in this conjunction of the real and the imagined. It insists on a dual vision. Steinbeck embroiders the description of his methodology in the second chapter of Cannery Row: The “Thing becomes the Word and back to Thing again, but warped and woven into a fantastic pattern. The Word sucks up Cannery Row, digests it and spews it out, and the Row has taken the shimmer of the green world and the sky-reflecting seas.” As god-like artist, Steinbeck creates the Logos. Through the medium of the word, he translates the real Cannery Row into a poem, while Mack and the boys become “the Virtues, the Graces, the Beauties” who inhabit cosmic Monterey. Cannery Row shuttles from narrative verisimilitude to interchapters of fantastic weave.

What immediately appeals in Steinbeck’s text is the sprightliness of the mimetic narrative. Alternating chapters move the action forward, from the afternoon that Mack and the boys first crawl, like hermit crabs, into their new home; to the evening of that riotous parody of commercial enterprise, the frog hunt; to the night that they successfully, if temporarily, fully integrate themselves into the community by throwing Doc a party that attracts everyone in the Row. These narrative chapters vividly recreate the home turf Steinbeck knew so well. Working in a venerated American tradition, Steinbeck catalogues remembered specimens by their occupations, the daily routines of
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