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A Descent into Madness 

“[Vandover] had even seen such a stove in the window of a hardware store downtown, a tiled 

stove with a brass fender and with curious flamboyant ornaments of cast-iron – a jewel of a 

stove.” pg. 174 

“But the stove, the famous tiled stove with flamboyant ornaments, was the chiefest joy of 

Vandover’s new life. He was delighted with it; it was so artistic, so curious, it kept the fire so 

well, it looked so cheerful and inviting; a stove that was the life and soul of the whole room, a 

stove to draw up to and talk to; no, never was there such a stove!” pg. 182 

“It was ostracism at last. But why? Why? Sitting over his tiled flamboyant stove, brooding into 

the winking coals, Vandover asked himself the question in vain.” pg. 199 

“In a moment it was taken from him, all the lovely bric-a-brac, all the heavenly pieces, all the 

little articles of vertu which he had bought with such delight … worst of all, the stove, the 

famous tiled stove, the delightful cheery iron stove with the beautiful flamboyant ornaments.” 

pg. 272  

In chapter 12 of Vandover and the Brute by Frank Norris, it is revealed to the reader that 

Vandover has a puzzling relationship with his stove. When Vandover first ses the stove, he is 

immediately interested in it. “[Vandover] had even seen such a stove in the window of a 

hardware store downtown” (pg. 174). This is right after a horrifying ship wreck and the death of 

his father. With the absence of his father, the stove keeps him company. He can talk to it and 

ponder the questions in his life. “Sitting over his tiled flamboyant stove, brooding into the 
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winking coals, Vandover asked himself the question in vain” (pg. 199). But Vandover loses the 

stove, and this triggers his descent into madness. “In a moment it was taken from him … the 

stove, the famous tiled stove” (pg. 272). In this paper, I argue that the stove loss of sanity 

Vandover faces while he fights to choose between the artistic Vandover and the brutish 

Vandover.  

 The stove is described as “flamboyant” (pg. 182) the first time it is mentioned in 

Vandover and the Brute and repeatedly from then on. This makes the reader think, “What is so 

flamboyant about the stove?” A definition the Oxford English Dictionary offers for flamboyant 

is, “characterized by waved lines of contrary flexure in flame like forms.” This means that the 

stove has lines or marks on it that bend to form the shape of flames. Now the reader is left 

wondering about the flames. What do they represent? The Oxford English Dictionary lists 

flames as representing “death or destruction by burning; with reference to hell or purgatory.” 

This fits into Vandover’s story because at this time in his life, he isn’t doing much. After his 

father dies, he is sitting in a purgatory of his own. He doesn’t feel his sanity slipping away from 

him, nor does he go out with his friends every night. Vandover is in limbo, and the description 

Frank Norris gives the stove represents that purgatory. Norris has Vandover talk with the stove 

to highlight the relationship between the purgatory and the stove. If he didn’t interact with the 

stove, this detail would not pop out to the reader.  

 The tiles with brilliant illustrations on the stove that also reflect pieces of Vandover’s 

story. The first tile mentioned is the scene from the play The Tempest by William Shakespeare, 

where Caliban, an animalistic, brutish creature, is punished for attempting to rape the character 
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Miranda (Bevington). This may reflect the relationship Vandover has with Ida Wade, who 

commits suicide after their affair. Caliban also represents Vandover because Vandover is a 

brutish, inhuman character who must deal with the consequences of his actions with Ida Wade. 

The second tile is a scene from the play Romeo and Juliet by William Shakespeare which 

outlines the relationship of two young lovers who commit suicide (SparkNotes Editors). This 

may represent the suicide of Ida Wade as well as Vandover’s contemplation and attempt of 

suicide once his life starts falling apart. The third tile is from the Greek myth The Fall of 

Phaeton. The myth is about Phaeton, the son of Apollo, who wants to take the Chariot of Sun 

for a ride around the world. He has no experience driving the chariot, but takes it out anyway. 

As a result of his impulse, Phaeton lights much of the world on fire as he drives above it. In an 

attempt to end the madness, Zeus throws a thunderbolt at Phaeton and kills him (National 

Gallery of Art). Fire is a recurring image throughout Vandover and the Brute: the house that 

catches fire, fiery imagery used to describe scenes and objects, and, of course, the stove. These 

tiles are a good source of foreshadowing Vandover’s life and symbolizing his struggles as well as 

representing the artistic side of him. 

 While the tiles represent the struggles of Vandover, the stove mirrors the decline of his 

sanity. When Vandover is hit with a lawsuit from Ida Wade’s father over Vandover’s 

responsibility for her death, he becomes lost. His friends hear about his relationship to Ida 

Wade and immediately shut him out. There is no one that Vandover can go to for advice; by 

now, his father is dead. Vandover’s sanity begins to slip away from him, and, in the same 

instant, the stove is taken from him when he doesn’t pay his rent for six months. This is the 
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stove that he has been confiding in, expressing his problems to, and thinking out loud with. 

Vandover loves the stove so much because everyone around him has abandoned him. When his 

relationship with the stove is severed, he is alone with his thoughts, which is a dangerous 

situation for someone going through so much trauma. The removal of the stove doesn’t trigger 

his nervous breakdown, but instead represents the end of the purgatory he was in. Now he is 

forced to cope with the reality that surrounds him. “Religion could not help him, he had killed 

his father, estranged the girl he might have loved, outraged the world, and at a single breath 

blighted the fine innate purity of his early years” (pg. 219). Now with the termination of his 

relationship with the stove, he is left to end his purgatory and begin his inevitable descent into 

insanity.  

 The language that describes Vandover’s brutish insanity is prevalent throughout the 

book. The beginning scene where his mother has died and is being carried away from him in a 

chair is foreshadowing of the future struggles he must face. Without the support of a feminine 

hand, there is much that Vandover didn’t learn as he was growing up. “Any feminine influence 

would have been well for him at this time: that of an older sister, even that of a hired 

governess” (pg. 8). Immediately after this, Vandover begins to experience his first encounter 

with the brute inside of him. “It was the end of his childish ideals, the destruction of his first 

illusions” (pg. 10). It was destined from the beginning that Vandover’s sanity would leave him. 

The language used to describe the brute inside of Vandover is harsh and brash, which 

contributes to the foreshadowing of his inevitable break down. “As the desire of vice, the blind, 

reckless desire of the male, grew upon him, he set himself to destroy this barrier that had so 
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long stood in his way” (pg. 28-29). Words from this phrase leave a bitter taste in your mouth. 

“Blind” and “barrier” have harsh sounding vowels. Vice and reckless have sharp “s” sounds that 

are meant to cut the tongue. “He had seen it crawling to and fro dimly, through a dark shadow 

he had heard it growling, chafing at the least restraint, restless to be free” (pg. 215). Not only 

are there similar phonetic devices used to create harsh sounds, there is also bright imagery that 

creates the image of an animal scratching and biting at its restraints determined to be free. This 

creates the illusion that there is a dark place within Vandover that holds the brute captive. The 

history of Vandover’s life brings him to rely heavily on the stove for comfort.  

Vandover can be compared to the woman from The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte 

Perkins Gilman because of their similar descents into madness. The changes they go through 

cause them to lose their sanity. The unnamed woman, who is also the narrator of The Yellow 

Wallpaper, becomes obsessed with the wallpaper that surrounds her. She is locked in a room 

that eventually leads to her losing touch with reality. The wallpaper was left from a previous 

tenant, so the woman has no relationship with it. The relationship that she does have with the 

creeping wallpaper was negative from the beginning. She detested the appearance and 

couldn’t stand it, but didn’t want to change it because she wasn’t going to live in the house for 

long. Eventually, the continuous exposure to the wallpaper leads her to leaving reality. In the 

end, she becomes part of the wallpaper, loses her sanity, and creeps around just like it does. 

Vandover lost his sanity through a series of events that tested how well he could contain the 

brute inside of him. When he was young, the brute lingered in him, waiting for any moment he 

would let it free. Eventually, the trials of life are too much for him to take, and a ravenous 
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Vandover crawls naked on all fours like a brutish animal. Even the ways that these two 

characters manifested their insanity is similar. The woman crept around her room and 

Vandover crawled around his room.  

It is clear that Vandover’s transformation into the insane brute had a terrible effect on 

his livelihood. After his nervous breakdown, Vandover gambles all of his money away. He 

reaches out for help from friends and all they do is push him farther away, afraid of the brute 

he has become. Throughout this essay, I have described the descent into madness that 

Vandover undergoes by explaining some of the literary mechanics Frank Norris uses to tell his 

story. The artistic side of Vandover is represented through the art that adorns the stove he 

cherishes while the stove itself represents the decline into insanity he faces. There are a lot of 

intricate details in this book to help the reader better understand how and why Vandover is 

turning into a brute and the stove best represents this.  
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