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A MODE OF GOOD:
FORM AND PHILOSOPHY IN THE FICTION OF FLANNERY O'CONNOR

CHAPTER 1

Fourteen years have passed since John W. Aldridge dis-
missed Flannery O'Connor as "definitely a minor young novel-
ist," and left his readers with the sense that she would fade
from our view as the popularity of Southern writers and gquar-
terly magazines waned.1 Aldridge did not indicate whether he
had read more than Wise Blood (1952); presumably he had not,

since he mentions her only as a novelist, though most of her
best short stories had been published by 1955, the year be-
fore he wrote. Other readers, perhaps because they knew the
stories (the novel is difficult and unarguably has rough
edges), did not share his view, and O!'Connor's w}iting suc-
ceeded in engendering very considerable interest here and ae

broad. Wise Blood was 1ssued for the third time in America

the same year Aldridge published his unfavorable opinion
(1956), was translated into French in 1959, and published in
England in 1960; a second AmericEn’ edition appeared in 1962
and was reorinted in 196k (in the volume titled Ihree, which
includes A Good Man Is Hard to Find and The Violent Bear It

e ——— T ————————"

ﬁggx). Her works continue to appear on the paperback racks;

they have been translated into German and Greek as well as

1nt6 French; they are anthologized with increasing frequency.

The critical interest in England has been substantial as it
1
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has been in France, and in this country the still-growing
body of cormentary upon her work begins to be staggering.
With the proliferation, as if by definition, controversy has
erupted, and if controversy alone were to be taken as a mea-
sure of magnitude, Flannery O'Connor's star would be one of
the brightest in the skies.
Though a blurb writer for L'express blithely called her

"un grand €crivain américain'.and "sans doute un des &cri-

vains américains les plus représentatifs, les plus affirmés

de ‘ltactuelle génération, par sa violence, son humour, son

sens de 1'horreur,"2 eritics generally have found 1t rather

more difficult to place her with relation to other wrliters.
The crux of their problem perhaps 1is embodied in the Iinter-
pretive analyslis of Wise Blood done by Jonathan Baumbach. 3
Perceptive though his essay 1is, Baumbach finds OtConnort's
methods conflicting with the message she sought to convey:

Thet her most potent scenes rely on the impect,

comic and pathetic, inherent in the nightmare

reality of her situations suggests that the na-

ture of her talent often distorted the exp&icitly

theological concerns that inform her work.
Thus, while Baumbach acknowledges O!Connor's own announced
intention that her writings should be prophetically Chris-
tian, and understands the main thrust of the religious argu-
ments of her fiction, he fails to find vital and dynamlc re-
l1ation between the specifics of her vision and the partlicu-

lars of her theology ("The ending of Wise Blood, despite 1lts

thematic justification, 1s not tonvincing as experience").

For him, O'Connor is in the tradition of American gothic--he



3

cites Hawthorne and Faulkner--but her world remains "exclu-
sive." His attempt to reconcile her humor and her theology
with her methods and her vision of horror ‘ends in:fallure to
recognize that the key to their relations lies in understand-
ing the pervasive irony of O'Connor's total vision. The
problem is to explain how a fiction&l world populated almost
entirely by ugly, violent people seemingly bent upon destroy-
ing each other can be seen as offering an affirmation of
Christian truth. The answer has to lie in recognizing that
the twentieth-century writer who wishes to persuade his read-
ers to the viability of Christianity in a world increasingly
cruel and chaotic in appearance must express his faith in
terms that fully recognize all that uglihess and the inse-
curity it engenders., It is impossible to conceive how this
'hlate ironic tension between his meaning and his artistic
.method. As O!Connor herself argued, there was no mode open
to her but the grotesque. |

The problem is rendered especially subtle by Flannery
O'Connor's scrupulosity in avolding the funrealistic! and in
steadfastly refusing to explicitly invoke God or Christlan
dogma or even the idea of an ordered universe, This scrupu-
losity has made it difficult for her interpreters to get very
far beyond her incisively rendered details, so that in vary-
ing ways her art has been sSeen as imperfectly realizing her
intentions., .The problem has been compounded by vague and un=-

satisfactory definitions of the grotesque mode. At least one
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eritic has found in those details justification for the no-
tion that Of'Commor's fiction constitutes an intentional re-
bellion against, and a denial of, a Christian falth that the
author only vrofessed elsewhere in order to calm her Catholic
relatives and friends, It is necessary to look briefly at
reoresentative interpreééﬁions ir wg are ﬁb‘hhdeﬁstand the
critical problem at all fully.

Jean-Marie G. Le Clezio, O!'Connor's chief French advo-
cate, responds excitedly to the immediacy of impact her de-
‘tails lend to the fiction:

. o o la réalit€ du monde qui nous entoure n'est Eas
) mettre en doute. Ce cdont il nous faut nous m fier
é'est du sens que nous Tul accordons. Nous Integgra-
ons mal. ous créons des images en notre raveur
des 1mages qui nous font IaIsgr et nous grandissent.
errisre chacune de nos paroles erriére chacun de
nos actes a 1a vanité, S univers que nous

Tésente Fiammery OlGonnor nous chogue, C _es en
moins parce qu est conius et brutal que parce
qu est vral.

It is very much to Le Clezio's eredit that he can percelve
such force in the works of & writer whose terms are distinc-
tively those of the rural, fundamentalist southern United
States. But a problem arises when he undertakes to examine
those terms closely, because he finds them working toward
a goal that 1is compatible with the ends of art as they are
defined by objectivism, the aesthetic of Alain Robbe-Grillet,
for whom it is imperative that: |

Instead of this universe of "gignification”
which he finds to be the major falling of the tra-
itional novel]'(psychological, social, functional),

we must try « o« o tO construct a world more solid

and more irmediate. Let it be first of all by their

resence that objects and gestures establish them=-
selves, and let this presence continue to prevail
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over whatever explanatory theory that may try to

enclose them in a system of references, whether

emotional, sociological, Freudian, or metaphysical.6

It is in trying to hold O'Connor to this standard that
Le Clezlo goes astray, because she has a systen of references
that she uses to enclose the objects and gestures of her fiec-

tion. For him it is a bit as if The Violent Bear It Away

were a kind of imperfect Last Year at Marienbad, in which the

struggle between the old Tarwater (of whom O'Connor said, "He

lacks the visible Church, but Christ is the center of his

1.1!0. "7 gml 2014 Tarwater is mm ot _'ﬂn Violent

Bear It Away,' and I'm right behind him 100 percent"a) and
his nephew, Rayber, is not a conflict between faith and sci-
entism but a fight between two men with different ways of
fending off thelr fear that the universe is a void. Thus

they are simply assefting themselves in their quarrel over

the baptism of the young 1diot Rayber:

Pour lutter contre ce climat funeste les hommes se
ournent vers la jeunesse, vers enfance, vers la
na;ssance. ;; s;a ;t ;e se ;es appro r;er. ;;as-
gﬁBmanIre ou bien ggcramenEaI Te bapttme est llacte
e us imoortant. C'lest T'acte de propri&té par
excellence, celui qui extirpe du n ant, qui signe cul
falt naltre une deuxitme fo%s.9

OtConnor herself, however, said that she "yanted to get across

the fact that the great Uncle (01d Tarwater) 1s the Christian
--a sort of crypto-Catholic--and that the schoolteacher (iay-
ber) is the tynical modern man. The boy (young Tarwater) has
to choose which one, which way, he wants to follow. 1It's a
matter of vo;ation.“lo While Le Clezio does not see the novel
as fulfilling the conditions of the objectivist credo, nei-

ther does he capture the specific nor the large sense of what
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0'Connor wanted to do--an intention we will come to see she
was remarkably successful in realizing.

While Le Clezio does not succeed in satisfylng all the
questions O'Connor ralses for the critic, he 1s pernaps nore
successful than most of her American commentators precisely
because he coes attempt to come to terms with her methods,
and because he is less troubled by her brand of Catholicism
than the mystified Protestants or the many nuns busily apol-
ogizing for her in the various professional journais. The
question of her Catholicism has nreoccupied most of the
American cormentators, who either discount 1t and end up un-
able to explain coherently what is going on in the two novels
and the stories, or assume it without sufficient examination
and try to explain hsr methods--also inadequately and cer-
tainly unsystematicaily serutinized--in its terms. In 1958,
‘a sveclal issue of Critique was devoted to the writing of
O!'Connor and J. F. Powers, and will serve to give some sense
of the early confuaion--worth noting because it continues %o
prevail.

In that magazine, Caroline Gordon {an intimate of 0'Con-
nor) places her both in and out of the Southern school, find-
ing strong resemblances to Capofe, MeCullers, and T. Willlams
but recégnizing a separation bornu-of O'Connor's religious
vision; she comes up wondering whether Haze Motes (of Wise
Blood) might be "in his way, an Existentialist?"1l Louis
D. Rubin 1is Aounright anxious to demonstrate O'Connor's

. merits and has to locate them in her artistry because he
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finds weakness precisely where Miss Gordon finds strength;
yet he doesn't managp»bp“qegcribe the terms of that artisffﬁ
very clearlf;ﬂéhd‘fﬁrther compromises his position by find-
ing her too obviously allegor:lcal.12 While Sister . Ber=-
netta Luinn doesn't join with Rubin.on this latter point, she
doe s contrive to find most of the stories representativwe of
sacramental truths.13 And so on, to the student's confusion.
Miss Gordon is verceptive (Haze is indeed an existentialist)
and Rubin's specific comparisons of O'Connor to Erskine
Caldwell are useful, but they don't work toward a comprehen=-
sive approach to the myriad problems presented in the snall
canon O'Connor bequeathed.

There have been some auite helpful comments. Baumbach's

treatment of Wise Blood is certainly one of them, and several

articles by Rubin, P. Albert Duhamel, Stuart L. Burns,
.Irving Malin, Nathan A. Scott, Jr., C. Hugh Holman, and Mel-
vin J. Friedman are enlightening on specific matters or in
pinpointing important questions. The systematic discussion
of 0'Connor's themes that Carter W. Martin provides in The

True Countgx}h 1s useful and often perceptive, although 1t

dobsn't come to satisfactory terms with the vroblems of O'Con-
nor's style and its relation to her themes. Josevhine Hen-

din's recent The World of Flannur 'O'Connor,ls often inco-

herent snd often undeniably wrong {not only because Hendin's
inattention to specifics of the texts causes her to make
serious miaséatements of fact from which she then extrapo-

lates in arriving at interpretations, but because she holds
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that O'Connor wasn't really Catholic) is useful for its ful-
some job of pointing up the pitfalls to which criticism can
be susceptible.16 Fuller definition of the problems O'Con-
nor presents requires attention here to Martin's work, along
with Irving Malin's "Flannery O'Connor and the Grotesque"

and Lewls A. Lawson's excellent "Flannery O'Connor and the

Grotesque: Wise Blood"; others will be called upon where

they will serve best, and Hendin's book will be discussed
in Appendix I.

In The True Countrv, Martin comes to the conclusion

that:

The difficulties that the typlical Flennery
O0tConnor story presents are like those encountered
in much modern poetry; both contain technicues that
are oblique rather than direct; both seek to convey
the total complexity of the subject without sacrifi-
cing the author's moral intent; and both employ a
principle of economy *hich generates such denslty
that only the serious reader can respond adequately
to the work of art before him. To the literary
dilettante, to the morally neutral reader, and to
those who are squeamish or sentimental, Flannery
OtConnort's fiction will generate a startling range
of misconceptions and preposterous analytical abuses.
But to the reader with a sound background in modern
1i terature and an orthodox understanding of Christo-
centric religion, Miss O'Connor's work will be un-
derstood for what it is--a unigue and forceful body
of fiction based ugon the profound and yet simole
verities that have been the focel point of Western
thought for almost two thousand years. (TC, 2h1-42)

In attempting to define O'Connor's relation with "orthodox
Christocentric religion," Martin turns naturally enough to
her remarks upon the subject, remarks made primarily in two
essays: "The.Church and the Fiotion Writer" and "The Fiction
writer and His Country." He finds that her "when People have
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told me that because I am Catholic, I cannot be an artist, I
have had to reply, ruefully, that because I am a Catholic I
cennot afford to be less than an artist" means essentially
two things: "what she does best must be done for God," and
that "as a Catholic her vision is directed by a sacramental
view of 1ife." This is taken to explain what she meant when
she sald "that fiction 'should reinforce our sense of the su-
pernaturcl by grounding it in concrete observable reality',"
and also to explain certain technical qualltles of her work:

She schieves this combination of the supernatural

and the concrete in a great variety of ways; at one
extreme she uses the traditional symbols of the sun,
light and dark, and such animals as the peacoek to
1ink the rural landscape of her staqries with the e-
ternal landscape, "the true country." The same bridge
is made, however, when her images are drawn from the
ordinary features of commonplace lives « o« o

However,

The sacramental view is, of course, more than
the transformation of an object into a slgn of the
mystery that resides in the created universe; as the
term itself says, it is a vision of reality focused
through the seven sacraments which constitute the
means of recognizing and accepting divine grace. The
sacramental view thus provides for man's discovery
of his place in the divine scheme of salvation--the
recognition and acceptance of grace . . . "We lost
our innocence in the fall of our first parents,'" she
remarks in "The Church &nd the Fiction Writer," "and
our return to it is through the redemption which was
brought about by Christ's deeth and by our slow par-
ticipation in it." (TG, 12-15)

It is in keeping with such an understanding of O'Connor's
Catholicism that he has sorted her fiction according to thc
presence in particular works of themes defined in orthodox

Catholic terms: "Corruptions of the Spirit," "The Presence
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of Grace," "Manifestations of God's Grace." On the other
hand, while he seems to be describing a unified vision, his
discussion of stylistic particularities 1s quite separate
from his discussion of the themes, and as it is with the
themes, the particularities are separated one from another,
" All this would be accepteble had he found a way to suggest
organic and vital bonds among them rather than ending with
the sugpestion that only the very knowledgeable and serious-
minded could hope to cope with 0! Connor.17

The significance of the problem Martin focuses for us

can be specified by examining a single passage from his final
chapter, "Technique as Theme: Satire and Irony":

The early portions of /MA Good Man Is Hard to Find"/
function to characterize both the grandmother and the
Misfit unsympathetically, ths grandmother by dranmatic
means, the Misfit indirectl; by frequent reference to
him by others. Both of them are unpleasant, destruc-
tive characters, sharing in the responsibility for the
multiple killing, but the positive Christian theme is
expressed through them: the grandmother becomes worthy
by recognizing her particivation in evil as the Misfit's

., Symbolic mother, and the Misfit is revealed as an out-

¥'Pageous; shocking representative of mankind suffering

' and protesting against a world of injustice. The Mis-
fit's suffering is intense because he fails to under-
stand it in the context of Christianity; his highly
charged colloquial dialogue with the grandmother derion=-
strates thet he is engaged with moral questions, and
his answers, even though wrong, evoke sympathy. His
yearning for absolute authority to imnose order uoson
the world 1s indicated by his remark that the grand-
mother Would have been a good woman "if it had been
somebody there to shoot her every minute of her life"

. . . He rebukes Bobby Lee for making light of his
comment and tells him, "It's no real pleasure in 1ife"
e « « The Misfit, then, 1in juxtaposition to a similar-
ly destructive figure who has recognized the reallty
of grace at the last minute, is a tragic figure wno
struggles vainly against his own convictions, A
Good Man Is Hard to Find," like "The Partrldge Festi-
val," must be understood in terms of its highly ironlc
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pattern: the author enlists the reader's coaven=-

tional sympathies in one direction and then turns
them the opposite way. (IC, 229-30)

Marked as the passage is by a typical astuteness of insight,
{1t nonetheless raises questions Martin leaves unanswered.
Clearly he is right in finding the story's irony not mere
device but a thematic concern in its own right. But what are
the sources of the irony, and what are its preclse opera-
tions? If The Misfit is a traglc figure, he certainly is no
Oedipus; though he has a measure of our sympathies, those
sympathies are not commingled with a sense of the lnevita-
bility of his plight or the fitness of his decision. Indeed,
if we ape to understand that the grandmother "has recognized
the reality of grace at the last minute," then we are obliged
as well to recognize that in that same minute The Misfit

could have saved himéelf:

"Jesus was the only One that ever raised the
dead," The Misfit continued, "and He shouldntt have
done it. He thrown everything off balance. If He
did what He said, then it's nothing for you to do
but throw away everything and follow Him, and if He
didn't, then it's nothing for you to do but enjoy
the few minmutes you got left the best way you can-<
by killing somebody or burning down his house or
doing some other meanness to him. No pleasure but
meanness," he said and his volce had become almost &
snarl,

"Maybe He didnt't raise the dead," the old lady
mumbled, not knowing what she was saying and feeling
so dizzy that she sank down in the ditch with her
legs twisted under her.

"] wasn't there so I cantt say He didnt't," The
Misfit sald. "I wisht I had of been there," he sald,
hitting the ground with his fist. "It ain't right I
wasn't there because if I had of been there I would
of known. Listen lady," he said in a high voice, "if
I had of been there I would of lknown and I wouldn't
be like I am now." His volce seemed about to crack
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and the grandmother's head cleared for an instant.

She saw the man's face twisted close to her own as

if he were going to cry and she murmured, "Why you're

one of my babies. You'tre one of my own childreni"

She reached out and touched him on the shoulder. The

Misfit sprang back as if a snake had bitten him and

shot her three times through the chest. Then he

put his gun down on the §§ound and took off his glasses

and began to clean them.
The Misfit's reaction to the grandmbther's touch is clear in-
dication that he is afraid of its meaning; that he is aware
he has missed something is demonstrated when, after he has
her body thrown with those of her family, his earlier "No
pleasure but meanness" becomes "It's no real pleasure in
1ife." Still, as Martin says, we sympathize with him de=-
spite his wrong cholce, and it has to be because 0O'Connor
wants us to recognize something of ourselves in him or in
his plighte.

Further, O!'Connor once said of the story that "It is
naturalistic writing,"19 and it rust be noted that, as Mar-
tin says, the grandmother hasn't deserved the benefit of di-

vine grace, she is justified neither through faith nor |
through works, and she never engages our sympathies in the
same way or even, I would posit, to the same extent that The
Misfit does. The only ways we know that grace has come are
through our recognition of the passion of her rurmured re-
cognition of herself in The Misfit and his response to it.
This latter is the point upon which the irony ultimately
turns, and seeing that doesn't explain 1t. It is not sur-
prising, thep, that Martin does not undertake to explain it

in terms of any conventional understanding of the operations
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of Christ in our lives. However it is disappointing that he
doesn't undertake to explain it at all; certainly it isn't
handled by his earlier quotation from Richard Poirier to the
effect that "it is her particular genius to make us believe
that there are Christian mysteries in things irreduceably
/8ic/ banal" (IC, 1L).

At least two external clues to the nature of O'Connor's
Christianity were offered Martin by Robert Fitzgerald's intro-

duction to Everything That Rises Musy Converge. There Fitz-

gerald indirectly points to O'Connor's lack of conventional
Catholic attitudes when he tells of her trip to Lourdes,
where her mother and cousin hoped she would find a cure.for
the disseminated lupus that eventually took her life:

Flannery dreaded the possibllity of a miracle at

Lourdes, and she forced herself to the piety of the
bath for her mothert's sake and Cousin Katiet's; she
also accompanied the pilgrims to Rome for an audi-
ence with Pope Pius XII, who received her with in-
terest and gave her a special blessing. On May 11,
home again, she wrote: _T'I enjoyed most seeing you
all and the Pope e o 0“20

That such attitudes were intellectually as well as emotion=~
ally strong in her O'Connor made clear herself in "The Church
and the Fiction Writer":

A belief in fixed dogma cannot fix what goes on
in 1life or bind the believer to it., It will, of course,
add to the writer'!s observation a dimension which
many cannot, in conscience, acknowledge; but as long
as what they can acknowledge is present in the vork,
they cannot clalm that any freedom has been denied
the artist. A dimension taken away is one thing; a
dimension added is another, and what the Cathollc
writer and reader will have to remember is that the
reality of the added dimension will be judged in a
work of fiction by the truthfulness and wholeness of
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the literal level of the natural events presented.

If the Catholic writer hopes to reveal mysteries, he
will have to do it by describing truthfully what he
sees from where he is. A purely affirmative vision
cannot be demanded of him without limiting his free~

dom to observe what man has done with the things of
God., 21

Martin acknowledges but discounts the second clue pro-
vided by Fitzgerald's introduction. This clue looks in the
same direction as the first, perhaps even more relevantly;
Fitzgerald points out that the title, Everything That Rises
Must Converge, '"comes from Teilhard de Chardin, whose works
Flannery O'Connor had been resding at least since 1961 when
she recommended them to me."22 fThis clue is one of profound
import. As a fellow Jesuit has pointed out, Teilhard de Char-
din's fundamental preoccupation was

the discontinuity he experienced between love of God

and love of the world, between human achievement and

the kingdom of Christ, between Christian detachment

and personal development, betygen the date of revele-
What troubled Teilhard, then, 1s ﬂhat_troubled Saint Paul and
Saint Augustine, to say nothing of conventional Christians at
the height of the Darwinian controversy; it put him among
those who believe in the concept of the felix culpa; it asso-
ciated him with heterodoxy in the eyes of his Jesuitical su-
perioré, who forbade him to publish and would not allow him
to stand for a orofessorship at the Sorbonne when he was
called upon to do so; it made of him a Christian existen-
tialist. That Flannery O'Connor was responsive to him must

‘be understodh to shed some light upon the guarded reception

she accorded the established dogmes, which are essentially
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statements of Thomistic cosmology that seek authority in
metanhysical systems and thus run counter to the Augustin-
ien ermhases on ontology and phenomenology. If nothing else
were to sumport this idea, the Augustinian austerity of her
view of rezlity would suffice.

Fitzgeréld acknowledges that Teilhard's vision and 0'Con-
nor's are similarly stern but he otherwise discounts the in-
fluence. Martin follows his lead; although he does state
that Teilhard's "ideas are highly relevant to the particular
meaning of Flannery 0!'Connor's sacramental view," he adds
that "there is no systematic, allegorical representation of
Teilhard's ideas in her fiction." The relevance, as he sees
it, derives from Teilhard's formuletion of an "Omega" vpoint,
8 "oneness" towards synthesis in which all processes of the
universe are seen as-ascending, including the self-conscious
-souls of men; at the Omega point, "the convergent nature of
the universe is achieved." And:

Just as Teilhard's system encompasses the slow
time of prehistory leading to the emergence of men,
Flamnery O'Connor's fiction glves dramatic, concrete
form to the humble and often banal insight that en-
ables the individual man to move toward grace by
rising only slightly. It 1s this movenment that she
means vhen she speaks of our slow participation in
redemption. Flannery O'Connor's recognition of this
very real phenomenon of rising and converging is at
the heart ot her own secramental view,

Beyond that Martin's investigation of Twilhard's relevance
does not po, and he suggests to us that we should not attemnt
to compare O!Connor's stories élosely with either Teilhard's

jdeas or "predetermined Cathollc theology" (TC, 16-17). He

builds a respectable case for such a position in the rgmain-
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der of the chapter, but it is the book's first chapter, and
the chapters that follow do look to standard Catholic theolo-
gy for interpretive authority. More to the point, Martin
misses the relevance of Teilhard's phenomenological philoso-
phy to O'Connor's method of describing the truth of what she
sees. Teilhard de Chardin belongs to the tradition of radi-
cal empiricism established by Kierkegaard that shaped the
thinking of such eminent Christlian existentialists as Marcel,
Unamuno, and Berdyaev as well as of the major atheilstic exis-
tentialists. An understanding of that thinking makes it pos-
sible to provide a fuller explanatlon of the thematic func-
tion of irony in O!'Connor's story. Without it, The Misflt
remains ambiguous, )

The problem 1s most forceful in Martin's chapter dealing
with O'Connor's use of the grotesgue. There we find him say-
ing:
| The following letter specifically indicates that Miss

O'Connor's use of grotesque élements is deeply rooted

in the wish to portray spiritual conditions:

But whatever Southern life may contribute to
this impression of grotesquery, there is a
more fundamental reason why these storles are
the way they are. The reason is that the
writer's vision is literal and not natural-
1stic. It is literal in the same sense that
a child!s drawing is literal. When a child
draws he doesn't try to be grotesque but to
set down exactly what he sees, and as his gaze
is direct, he sees the lines that create mo-
tion, I am interested in the lines that cre-
ate spiritual motion. (IC, 156)
0'Connor is understood to "justify" her "grotesque method"
for treating religious subjects in her remark that "to the

hard of hearing you shout, and for the almost blind you drawv
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large and startling figures" (TC, 163). This comes to mean,
during the course of the chapter, only the depiction of ugly
reality--startling comparisons and absurd images; the gro-
tesque in O'Connor's fiction emerges as comprised of addl-
tive elerments used for emphasis. Tﬁus it is unclear how

the grotesque offers us depictions of "the lines that create

spiritual motion." The question of how grotesque is to be
defined is begged.au

Martin voints the question for us himself. Noting that
"Miss O'Connor was not sympathetic toward broad generaliza-
tions," he cites her disapproval of the terms "Southern
School of Writers" and "Southern Gothic,? and points to Sum-
ner J. Ferris!' having refused to use such terms in treating
O'Connor. He finds, however, that the qualities of decadence
and gothicism are so prevalent in her work that one must

deal with them:

Reluctance to apply the terms Gothic and gro-
tesque, or careless misapplication of them, results
from several misunderstandings. First, it is often
erroneously assumed that “gothic" identifles only
that literature which seeks to shock readers gratul-
tously, to frighten and terrify them only for the
purpose of titillation. As a matter of fact, the
best Gothic fiction conveys themes which are congru=-
ent with the method of terror, striking a balance
between manner and thematic intent. A secon mis-
taken notion is that grotesqueness i8 the equiva-
lent of Gothicism; it 1s not. Grotesqueness is some
deviation from an explicit or irmplicit norm and may
reside in physical attributes, actions, or situa-
tions. It may be simply verisimilitude or rhetori-
cal overstatement; but when its intention is to pro-
mote a feeling of revulsion or terror, 1t is a text-
ual necessity in Gothic fictlon, serving there as an
indispenisible adjunct to other characteristics pro-
moting the same end. Many modern writers--Flannery
O0'Connor among them--have employed grotesqueness in
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the Gothic mode without using other Gothic fea-
tures and without nurposefully creating a totally
terrifying atmosphere. While some of the recent
fiction of Flannery O'Connor and others like her does
achieve truly Gothic proportions, a larger amount.
of their work reveals what may be termed the Gothic
impulse--the use of grotesqueness for the purpose of
arousing terror but not sustaining this atmosphere
throughout nor using it as an end in itself. Thus
when the ugly and distorted are not used as literary
adornment, the grotesque becomes a thematic contri-
bution to the narrative, whether or not the story 1s
Gothic. (TC, 152-54)

There are three major points to be made about this defi-
nition. First, from it the only clear distinction between
the Gothic and the grotesque thﬁt emerges is.that the gro-
tesque has no autonomous purpose, though Martin insists
upon one, and certainly nothing is clarified regarding the
operations of the grotesque; this is particularly hard to
understend in light of Ulrich Weisstein's translation of
Wolfgang Kayser's theoretical treatise on tha subject, The
Grotesque in Art and Literature,'which had appeared in print

six years before the publication of The True Country. Sec-
ond, we have already seen that the grotesque in O!'Comnor's
work comes to be seen by Martin as telescoplc or microscovic
distortions that function ultimately as emphatlc adornments
to her themes. Thus her use of the grotesque won't, as he
explains it, satisfy his own definition. The third point.is
that his definition does not explainvhow the grotesqué can
function to develop themes. Thus Martin points us to the
need for a careful definition of the grotesque. As Lewis A.
Lawson has put 1t:

Miss O!'Connor several times . cormented upon her vo=-
cation: her mission, as she saw it, was to depict
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the reality of Christianity -to an audlience for whom
nothing transempirical is real. She wrote, "I don't
think you should write something as long as a novel
around anything that is not of the gravest concern to
you and everybody else and for me this is slways the
conflict between an attraction for the Holy and the
disbelief in it that we breathe in with the air of the

times." Her style, it fgglows, is effective only if
it serves her intention. . '

Martin's genuine and intelligent struggle to resist the
temptation of reducing O'Connor to formulaic interpretation
18 laudable both because it bespeaks correct intuition and -
because it is carefully and thoughtfully done. The responsi-
bility for the fallure of his attempt rests as rmch with
Flannery O'Connor as it does with Martin. BHer terse com-
ments upon her own writing--both upon her ideas and upon her
craft--have a way of seeming complete unto themselves, and
too often Martin has been willing to take them at face val=-
ue. Further, as he has well demonstrated, her methods do
rely upon the use of.standard Christian symbols, Sophoclean
irony, structures if not borrowed from Biblical tales then
suggested by them, techniques of description and depiction
that make the living voice of O'Connor herself ever-present
in her writing, and characterizations that render even her
most exaggerated and distorted people credibly lifelike at
some level of our consciousness., This last feature of her
style is perhaps the most misleading; as many critics have
recognized (albelt from a variety of points of view and in
varying ways), O'Connor's interest in "the lines that create
spiritual motion" means that she is not interested in the

characters as individual humans. They are to be understood
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as metaphors for human conditions. Similarly, when she indi-
cates that she wants to write so as to shout to the hard of
hearing and draw pictures large enough to be seen by the
nearly blind, she is clearly speaking metaphorically and
means more than that they have to be made to recognize the
ugliness present around them--she speaks to us all, the spir-
itually blind and deaf, anéd wants to engender spiritual mo-
tion within us by making us recognize the ugliness within
ourselvess

The novelist with Christian concerns will find

in modern life distortions which are repugnant to

him and his problem will be to make these appear as

distortions to an esudience which is used to seeing

them as natural; and he may well be forced to take

ever more violent means to get his vision across to

this hostile audience. When you can assume that

your audience holds the same beliefs you do, you can

relax a little and use more normal means of talking

to it; when you have to assume that it does not, then

you have to make your vision apparent by shock--to

the hard of hearing you shout, and for the E%most—

blind you draw large and startling figures.

For Flannery O'!'Connor, then,'grotesqueneés is an expli-
cit rendering of our physical surroundings and the actions
of human intercourse, and while it is implicit in the human
condition, it is repugnant to the Christian vision of what
ought to be.

Nevertheless, Martin's recognition of the Christian con-
tent of O!'Connor's stories rescues him from falling so dis-
astrously prey to the problems presented by her style as ¢o
such eritics as Irving Malin and Josephine Hendin, both of
whom, despite their recognition of the essential flatness of

the characters, take those characters quite literally and
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move from there to finding the stories! meaning residing ul-
timately in the form alone, For Malin this comes to mean
that O!'Connor fails to achieve her Christian purposes: Hen~
din disvalues the purposes.27

In "Flannery O'Connor and the Grotesque, "28 Malin under-
takes to "explore the grotesque as theme and image in /Flan-
nery 0'connor'§7 fiction, emphasizing her psychological a=-
wareness, not her Christian faith, which, I think, often con-
flicts with this awareness." By the grotesque he means "the
tpoetry of disorder'--to use Riéhard Chase's term," which re-
sults from the disintegration of traditional categories and
produces "pre-Christian" poetry "which is dreamlike and un-
conscious." (It is noteworthy that.once ageain we are given
a nonfunctional definition; this problem is compounded by
two facts: in his book, New American Gothic, Malin uses
Chase's phrase in defining the Gothic independently of any
'mention of the grotesque;29 and, in doing so, he rather glib-
ly allows that Chase uses the term not with reference to the
Gothic or the grotesque but as a description of "the strong
element of 'romance! in the American tnovelt . "30) Thus:

In "The Fiction Writer and His Country" Flan-

nery O'Connor states: "My own feeling is that writers

who see the light of thelr Christian faith will have,

in these times, the sharpest eyes for the grotesque,

for the perverse, and for the unacceptable."” Although

she belleves that Christian faith can help her recog-

nize the grotesque, she does not completely explain

the reasons for this belief. It would be risky to

rebel against her formulation--to imply that it 1is

not responsible for her startling fiction--but I

IhTnk we can say that her grotesquerie is related to

that of Capote, Hawkes, Carson McCullers, and Purdy.
It is, in many ways, "pre-Christian.” (FOG, 108)
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As is common with psydhological eritics, Malin pgives us
no means by which we cen understand the level at which the
literature of his concern is to be seen as unconscious; but
as his argument proceeds we are able to infer how it is ©o
be understood as pre-Christian and dréamlike,31 which terms
do deseribe conscious modes of existence. Malin's argument,
though he does not mention Sherwood Anderson (as he does in

ﬁew Americen Gothic), seems at least to start from Anderson's

theory of the grotesque. The central characters of O0!'Con-
nor's fiction are understood initially to become grotesque
when they commit themselves to and accordingly shape their
lives by a single ruinously misapprehended truth that sums
up their understanding of life and the world. They thereby
are, for Malin, "pre-Christian" in that they are like Oedi-
pus or Clytemnestra, whom Malin sees as narcissistically
hybristic. Becsause their vision is the result of this pride
(or "self-love," in Malin's term), it is perverted, and it
distorts the world around them so that as they move through
1t the distortion is reflected in the scenes and situations
wherein they are met:

Not only does Miss O'Connor £111 the worlé with
severely limited characters--it is hard to call them
human beings--she reinforces their plight, which .they
themselves do not understand, with many grotesque im-
ages. When we consider the objects around us--rooms,
grass, animals, and cars--we accept them as art of
our lives; they do not dominate us, But in Wise Blood
these objects have wonj they are more "g1live than the
flat characters who, by adopting one truth, have be-
come "objective." Miss OtConnor's images capture the

spiritual condition of Hazel and his followers.
(FOG, 110) .
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Haze is seen as trapped by incidents that occurred in
his childhood, and helis continnéily reminded of these inci-
dents by images and events in his adult 1life. These events
of his mind serve to affirm his "narcissistic" truth, ﬁhich
i1s his belief in the nonexistence of Jesus. The grotesque
is seen as making Haze's "spiritual piight more horrifying,"
particularly through the reflections of Haze that the other
characters are all seen to be. Even Enoch Emory 1s explained '
only as a reflection of Haze, though he is the center of de-
velopments clearly different from O'Connor's specific con-
cerns in her treatment of Haze Motes. However:

Wise Blood is not a mere exercise because of Mlss
O'Commor's irony. She can laugh bitterly at Enoch
and the mummy-jesus, the battered car, the madness
of Hazel, and her laughter, paradoxically enough,
creates our occasional sympathy. We sense sterious-
1y /italics mine/ the traditional SeIIefs--%%S Grand
Design--by which Hazel and his disciples fall short.
Irony, in other words, asserts the light of faith.
Unfortunately, Miss O'Connor does not stop here.
She is unsure about her abllity to “convert" us by
means of black humor--in the way Nathanael West does
--and she begins to preach. Hazel sees the light--
no longer does he have distorted vision--after he
kills Solace Layfield and hears his last words. Sud-
denly he becomes human--the "pin point of light." We
are not prepared for this transformation, unless we
take it ironically as another act of grotesque nar-
cissism. Perhaps the conflict we feel arises from
the fast that Miss O'Connor herself is torn by the
"needs" of the grotesque and Christian faith., She
ives up one for the other, unable to hold both at
the end of her novel . « « Miss OfConnor's abillity
to render the grotesque--her worship of the pre- -
Christien?--is greater than her ability to capture
Hazel's conversion. Wise Blood runs erratically.
(FOG, 112-13) -

For Malin, then, O'Connor's ability to make us laugh

saves the novel from being but an exercise in irony,



2l

though it is only irony that makes 1t work--and though it 1is
an irony whose terms and operations are not e "amined, It is
very difficult to understand how Haze's blinding himself,
binding his chest in barbed wire, and walking in shoes full
of rocks and broken glass can be understood as acts of self-

love--even ironically.32 The essay ends:

When Miss O'Comnnor shakes us in this varadoxical
way--working out her artistic salvation?--she affirms
that she understands the meaning of things. Her vi-
sion is crooked and violent; but this very fact demon-
strates her kinship to us~~even if we are not Catho-
lics. We recognize our "fear and trembling"--and our

sense that it is divinely inspired--in her enduring
chilly fiction. (FOG, 122) :

Most of O'Connor's readers wouldn't disagree with a word
of this- closing; Malin's readers, however, have to go away un-=
satisfied because he has not attempted to answer the central
questions he raised only three short paragraphs earlier:

Does Miss O'Connor claim that these characters are

grotesque because they choose to be flat, self-haunted,

and mechanical? Or does she affirm that reality 1t-

self is grotesque? She rust believe as & Christian

In free will and spiritual design. But as & writer
she reinforces the grotesquerie of existence. The con-

flict is powerful, It burns Zghe Violent Bear It Away/
clean., (F0G, 121)

He has not listened to O'Connor's explanation of her uses of
the grotesque, and he fails to recognize that her seelng the
"grotesquerie of existence" contradicts her faith in free will
no more than the same recognition contradicted that falth for
Saint Augustine or Pascai or Gabriel Marcel or Fyodor Dosto-
evsky or Pierre Teilhard de Chardin., One must assume that
Malin would not greatly lrmprove our fﬁndamental understand-

ing of Ki Lear, however helpfui he might be in picking out
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meaningful patterns. i

One man comes very close to solving the problem. Lewis
A. Lawson, in "Flannery O'Connor and the Grotesque: ﬂigg
Blood," demonstrates very handsomely that O'Connor was mak-
ing the grotesque a suitable mode for.religious expression

and that she should be listened to when she tells us what
she is doing:

Miss O!'Connor was fully conscious that her work
lay within a "school of the grotesque." She made sev-
eral remarks about the presence of the grotesque in
her art. Though she felt that modern life has made
grotesque /sic/ of us all, still, she thought that too
often her work was termed "grotesque" when she had no
intention of achieving that response. She Justified
her use of it as the only mode of illusion through
which she could reach her audience. I doubt that she
would have attempted a rigid definition for "grotesque";
she had used the term in too many contexts. I do be-
lieve, however, that her purpose in using it can be
safely stated: the grotesque for her was a form of
religious hyperbole., There i1s always the danger that
an audience not attuned to the form will misunderstand
such hyperbole. That is the chance that Miss O'Connor
must have felt she had to take, Certainly she was
deadly serious when she used the grotesque, and its
use was not merely gratuitous. Just as certainly she
was not merely celebrating Southern degeneracye.
(FOGWB, 66)

Had O'Connor been alive when Lawson published those remarks,
she would have applauded him as happily as she would have re-
jected Malints suggestion that her literature was in any way
a function of her unconscious or Hendin's that she was de-
ceitful: |

I try to satisfy those necessities that make
themselves felt in the work itself. When I write, I
am a maker. I think about what I am making. Saint
Thomas called that reason in the making. When I
write I feel I am engaged in the reasonable use of
the unreasonable. In art the reason goes wherever
the imagination goes. We have reduced the uses of
reason terribly., You say a thing is reasonable and
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people think you mean it's safe. What's reasonable
{s seldom safe and always exciting.33

It would seem that just as it might have been the char-
acters that led Martin, Malin, and others varlously off the
track, so it is the characters that led Lawsqn to his under-
standing of what O'Connor wanted to do. She had said "The
prophet freaks of Southern 1iterature are not images of the
man in the street. They are images of the man forced out to
meet the extremes of his own nature,"3h and Lawson says this

of Haze Motes: .

« o o [Baq%7 is an example of the complete artistic
freedom which Miss O'Connor allowed herself. Unin-
terested in creating a rounded character, she concen-
trated instead upon constructing a caricature whose
flatness continually reminds us that he 1s unreal.

To the charge that such a technique weakened her flc-
tion, Miss O'Commor would have replied that any other
technique would weaken her vision. She had no interest
in Haze Motes as a human being; he was conceived, and
his ereator would have insisted that he remain, as an
exemplum, as a vehicle whose attitudes and actions
would personify a spiritual view which she wished to
reveal, To make sure that we view Haze proverly, she
twice describes him as a puppet: "He looked as if he
were held by a rope caught in the middle of his back
and attached to the train ceiling." "He had the look
of being held there, as if by an invisible hand, as

if, if the hand 1lifted up, the figure would spring a-
cross the pool in one leap without the exopression on
his face changing once." (FOGWB, g2)

He compares the structural principle involved in such char=-
acterization to that of the parables of Christ, wherein ab-
stract ideas are introduced and them made concrete.

Haze Motes was, in his creator's eyes, &n exemplifi-
cation of the deadly effect that Southern fundamental-
i1sm could have on the soul, warping and terrorizing 1t
so completely with 1ts perversion of Christian doc~
trine that the soul in rebellion rejects entirely the
jdea of orthodox Christianity. Since the creation of
a character whose premise lay in normality and logical-
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ity would encourage us to jidentify with him and

thus blunt the effectiveness of her attack, Miss

0'Connor wisely felt free to make her foll as bi-

zarre, as distasteful, as ridiculous, as she thought
necessary. In a day when she saw such actions and
attitudes as Haze Motes represents taken for nor-

mal behavior, she felt that only by extreme depar-

ture from what is expected in both content and

style could her characterization. achieve its goal.

(FOGWB, 52)

This does rmch to open up the operations of O!'Connor's
irony, to which Malin responded but which he could not ex-
plain, and Lawson carries us even farther in his closely rea-
soned argument. Pointing to the scanty treatment O'Connor
accords Haze's background, Lawson shows that 1t serves to
present Hazé's mother and grandfather (a fundamentalist
preacher) as guilt-obsessed inculcators of guilt, so that
the child Haze walked with stones in his shoes after his
mother punished him because she sensed he had seen at the
carnival something she thought he should not have looked at.
By this means, the argument runs, 1s established a sense of
the rural fundementalist South, "yhere Calvin, though prob-
ably unknown to most of i{ts members, is more influential
than Christ, guilt overshadows love as the quintessential
aspect of Christianity, and Christianity has more an 0ld
Pestament flavor than a New" (FOGWB, 53), and it is possible
for us to understand both why Haze chooses to become &a
preacher and to avoid Christ. But "to Miss O'Connor the
reality of Christ was the idea underlying all preaching;
the idea of what is to be preached 1s implicit in the idea
of preaching."

In Haze Motes, then, Mise o'Connor deliberately
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constructed an oxymoron as a character. In this man-
ner she escaned the danger inherent in using a cari-
cature: that it will become predictable once its man-
nerisms are known. Since by nature there is an unavoid-
able tension between the mutually contradictory ele-
ments of an oxymoron, Haze Motes has a vitality that
will last either until one element overcomes the other
or until the tension destroys him. (FOGWB, 5.)

Pointing out that in a publishsd.early draft of part of
the novel Haze's surname was Weaver, Lawson suggests the
change to Haze Motes was made to underscore the paradox at
the center of his character, suggestive as 1t is of the Ser-
mon on the Mount.35 "Haze," of course, 1s seen as suggest-
ing "one of cloudy vision who nevertheless insolently at-
tempts to gulde others," but not to make a simple attack upon
his belief:

At enother point she undercuts him with irony when he

pleads for his bellef: "MiLook at mel! Haze Motes cried,

with a tare in his throat, tand you look at a peaceful
men} Peaceful because my flood has get me free. Take
counsel from your blood and come into the Church With-
out Christ and maybe somebody will bring us a new jesus
and we'll all be saved by the si%ht of himit" As Miss

O'Connor well knew, in the parable of the tares (Mat-

thew xiii), Christ defines the tares as the "children

of the wicked one." In fact, the enemy that sowed the

tares is said to be the devil (Matthew xiii, 39).

( FOGWB, 56)

Lawson traces the development of the novel's thematic
concern with defectlve spiritual vision, pointing out the
thematic peradox established when Haze meets Asa Hawks, which
turns on Christts words in John 1x, 39: "I am come into the
world, that they which see not might see; and that they which

see might be made blind." The paradox takes complicated

©

turns when the "biind" Asa Hawks. §il#: that his own vision
-

is superior to Haze's but that Haze eventually will have to
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see, echoing Christ in Mark viii, 18: "Having eyes, see ye
not? and having ears, hear ye not?" The irony turns on

the physical ability to see shared by both men but working
against Haze's spiritual blindness while he has that ability;
the passage ironically foreshadows Haze's blinding when Haze
preaches against Christ to the crowd to whom Hawks wanted
him to distribute fundamentalist literature:

"Listen here, I'm a preacher myself and I oreach the

truth « « « Donft I have eyes in my head? Am I a blind

man?" Again as Miss O'Connor well knew, in terms of

Christ's words to the Pharisees (John 1x, L4l1), who

were also denying His reality, Haze 1s not blind: "if

ye were blind ye should have no sin: but now ye say,

We see; therefore your sin remaineth." (FOGWB, 56)

In such fashion Lawson closely examines the novel to
show that relations among the characters are essentially
without meaning and that Haze really is its only character,
the rest being used as exempla and then disappearing. The
reason for this is clear to Lawsonj 1t is because well-round-
ed characters involved in meaningful confllict would make the
novel emphasize man's relation to man, "whereas in Miss Ot'Con-
nor's view, the only reason for writing a novel is to ex-
plore man's dependence upon Christ" (FOGWB, 60)

He sees a problem remaining, however, which is the need
to explain why the novel had to take the form it took:

Extremely incongruous images, OXymorons, and synes-

thesia convince us that here indeed is a strange new

world, Objects are llke humans and animals, human
beings are like animals and insects, and animals are
1ike human beings. But the unconventional rhetoric is
not an embellishment pasted upon a basically conven-
tional view of the world. It 38 indeed a warped world,

one which has been likened to a Chagall painting, and
the comparison of the novel to the modern painting
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seems especially apt for Misé Ot Connor often appears

gg)share modern painting's preoccupations. (FOGWB, 60~

He thinks the novel is not far-fetched, and that, wanting to
communicate, O!'Connor "would not have departed from the con-
ventional structure and treatment of the novel if she had

thought innovations in style or absurdities 1n content would
detract from her vision." In keeping with this, he nosits

that there is a motif serving first ironically and then seri-
ously "as a coagulant".for the divergencies within the story:

If one cannot create the perfect form perhaps the next
best thing is to create the perfect deformity. Satir-
ists have always chosen the latter course, and that
seems to have been Miss Ot'Connor's choice. In her view,
the only conflict that would sustain . « « & novel was
that of belief versus disbelief. She could have, then,
chosen to narrate the story of a modern saint. But
such a story would have had the cuality of sentimental
and intrusive moralism, of preaching, about it which
would have alienated the very audience which she wanted
to reach. She could have, then, chosen to analyze the
rather normal man's attempt to establish a meaningful
spiritual relationship in a world where disbellef, es-
pecially in the guise of belief, is rampant, But . . .
the character might be so like his audience that it
would not have perceived his problem. That leaves,
then, the opposite of the saint: the actlve disbeliev-
er. Here a demonic figure could have been constructed,
but a demonic figure would be without the desire to be-
lieve in the first place, and so there would have been
no conflict. The ideal figure, it seems, would be a
saint who disbelieved, that is, one who was actively
searching for religlous meaning (as opposed to the ma-
jority who passively accept the traditional view, al-
though they secretly regard it as nonsense) but who
did not find it in the established beliefs.

what would be better, then, than to posit the form
first and then let the character grow to fit 1it? 1In
this manner the possibility of ironical treatment 1s a-
vailable at first, when he does the right thing for the
wrong reason. Then, as the character is inevitably
forced into the form, it receives straight-forward
treatment; rather than work by opposites the author can
then work by similarities, thus effecting the supreme
irony: the only possibillty of actively rejecting an
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idea to which the majority pﬁys lip-service 1is through

the same behavior as that of actively accepting the

idea, that is, both disbeliever and believer are '"out-
siders," in that they seriously think about thelr spir-

itual 1life, whereas most people are so immersed in a

materialistic life that they nelther accept nor reject

religion. (FOGWB, 62-63)

There follows a keenly verceontive analysis of the way
in which the legend of Saint Anthony might fruitfully be seen
as the form posited for Haze to devart from. The two are
found to be alike up to the point at which Haze, the opposite
of Saint Anthony, finds a substitute for God in the desert
where he was sent by the army; ﬁhis marks the departure from
the form, and "once the tension between the iiﬁ‘%;f:ﬂ:;;iim
the departure from it . . . has been establishedeit is not
constantly emphasized but the novel becomes a "series of
events, or panels of a painting as 1t were, showling Haze be-
ing tormented by the symbolically-different welrd beasts."
The motif is reintroduced when Haze recognlzes that there is
no escaping Christ, at which point "the departure from the
form becomes the form" because "the point of view is shifted
to the eyes of Haze's horsy, love-sick landlady" (FOGWB, 63-
65).

Now, clearly, in terms of what happens in the novel,
this analysis of the theoretical problems of structureithat
O'Connor faced up to is beautiful, and it is very helpful in
furthering our understanding of the character, the novel's
structure, and the relations of these two concerns to major

thematic developments.  But it doesn't explain why Haze

should be so altogether incongruous as he is, why people
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are like animals, why there are q§ many incongruous images--
indeed, Lawson at least twice says that a lot of what goes
on in the novel is extraneous. The Chagall-like vision re-
mains unexplained, perhaps because Lawson does not examine
the beliefs expressed in the fiction--he assumes they are
conventional Thomistic attitudes, even though he says in
closing his essay that O'Connor's world had no place for
norms--"from her vantage voint the entire world did look
grotesque" (FOGWB, 67)--which implies that she held a notion
about the condition of man which he has not explored, de-
spite his having insisted upon the need to believe her when
she asserted that her vision relied upon the grotesque.

Oné possibility that none of the commentators has con-
sidered--though Hendin stumbled close to 1t before she wand-
ered beyond it--is that the uglinesé O'Connor portrays has
always to do with erring humans becoming good and hence is
in itself a positive good. She has glven us the hint in her

"Introduction to A Memoir of Mary Ann" where she tells of

having spent an afternoon with a group of the nuns in whose
care the little girl had lived and died. She decided, she
says, that "they had had about everything and flinched be-
fore nothing." One of the nuns asked her "why the grotesque
(of all things) was my vocation," and O'Connor felt herself
on & hook until another guest replied to the nun. "iItts
your vocation too,' he sald to her."
This opened up for me also & new perspective on
the grotesque. Most of us have learned to be dispas-

sionate about evil, to look 1t in the face and find,
as often as not, our own grinning reflections with
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which we do not argue, but good 1is another matter. Few
have stared at that long enough to accept the fact that
its face too is grotesque, that in us the good is some-
thing under construction. The modes of evil usually
receive worthy expression, The modes of good have to
be satisfied with a cliché or a smoothing-down that
will soften their real look. When we look into the

face of good, we are liable to see a face like Mary
Ann's, full of promise,3

The nuns were from Our Lady of Perpetual Help Free Cancer
. Home in Atlanta. Mary Ann had lived with them for nine years.’
Hﬁlf her face was "strailght and bright." The other half was
covered with tumors and lacked an eye.

In the pages that follow, we are going to explore the
implications of that vision of "the modes of good" in an at-
tempt to find a key that will make Flannery O'Connor's work
more accessivse than has any explanation so far offered.

The proposition is that the grotesque mode was the only route
available to her for expressing her religious ldeas, which
were at least akin to those of the Christian existentiallsts,
particularly to the thinking of the Catholic Gabriel Marcel.
The two--Christian existentialism and the grotesque~--have
muich in common but perhaps their most fundamental convergence
is in their recognition that a fundamental fact of 1life 1is
death,37 which renders it impossible for the thinking man to
avoid anguish because he is forced to acknowledge that: the
world is absurd when it is held to the test of the senses and
the unaided reason, that it is somehow contingent upon being.
The Christian existentialist is concerned to remind us of
that absurdity in order to keep us conscious that free will

implies the necessity of choosing whether to say yes to faith
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in God and His revelation in Jesgé or to choose instead
those distortions and negations of the good which are, in
’Old Testament imagery, "false gods," and which, in Christian
mythology, are identified with demons. The practitioner of
the grotesque in art 1s concerned to summon up the demons
thaet haunt us because their evocation is the only way to con-
quer them,

Thus a secondary proposition_will be that while unques-
tionably one of the springs of Flﬁnnery O'Connor's artistic
genius was the literary traditibn of Southern regionallsm,
she more properly is to be understood as having profited by
its characteristic techniques while remaining apart from it
both emotionally and intellectually: she is more its sister
than its daughter., There are two bases for this assertion.
Miss O'Connor was a devout Catholic uhose thinking seems
pretty clearly to have been markedly influenced by the Chris-
tian existentiaslists, particularly Tellhard de Chardin and
possibly Marcel; this means that while she may share many of
the characteristic preoccuvations of Southern writers she
responds to them quite differently even when those writers
are Angllcans, or existentialists, or both, Implicit in
this is the second base: aside from the fact that almost
all her stories center in the rural South (for obvious rea-
sons, since she was a rural Southerner), what she has most
in common with the Southern tradition 1s the technlque of the
grotesque, which perhaps meana that the accurate thing to say

43 that she and the Southern school aré both to be classed
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as belonging to the tradition of .the grotesque. That such a
tradition must be recognized has been handsomely demonstrated

by Wolfgang Kayser in The Grotesque in Art and Literature,

and American writers! concern with the grotesque at least
since Drelser has been established by -William Van O!'Connor

(The Grotesque: An American Genre and Other Essays), whose

remarks on Nathenael West are as justly applicable to Flan-
nery 0'Connor.38

Webster Schott has said that Flannery O'Connor had "a
medieval religious attraction to the manifestations of e-
vil";39 Kayser writes "The grotesque is a structure « «
/vwhose/ nature could be summed up in a phrase . « o THE GRO-
TESQUE IS THE ESTRANGED WORLD."40 Flammery O'Connor grew up
a Catholic in the predominantly fundamentalist rural South (a
fact of which she was very aware, as two essays and many of
her random comments affirm), with an ailing father who died
while she was still in school, and most of her adult years
she suffered from a rare hereditary disease {disseminated
lupus) whose strange, intermittent manifestations could only
be called absurd. "The grotesque instills fear of life
rather than fear of death" (GAL, 185), says Kayser, and
there isn't much reason to suppose that Flannery O'Connor,
always more an onlooker than a participant, saw life as
other than unreasonable and grotesque--and 1t is not ironic
that her experience should so function as to shore up the
basic Catholic attitude toward death, When her characters

die, they are always released from an agony at once particu-
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lar and representative of the moqérn plight, but thelr dying
is always an affirmation; their lives have been treated sa-
tirically because of the absurdity they made of the truths
(the Andersonian grotesque) by which they lived. Schott re-
lates the medieval quality he finds in O'Connor's fascina-
tion with evil to her emphasis on visual experience--an in-
deed the total impact of her fiction is not unlike that of
paintings by the elder Breughel or Bosch, where Christianity
and humor come together within the framework of the unfathom-
able. The grotesque leaves us ﬁncertain how to resvond; it
is our business here to attempt an answer,.

Chapter II will outline the tenets of Christian exis-
tentialism and suggest thelr relationship to Catholic the-
ology, with particuler attention to the theory of divine
grace, and will attermpt to define the way these concerns may
be seen to converge with the grotesque mode in art as that
mode has been defined by Kayser. The theoretical discussion
will appeal for illustration to the fiction of O!'Connor.
Chapter III will examine the way these concerns operate in

the early works--Wise Blood and the stories contained in A

Good Man Is Hard to Find; Chapter IV will trace their devel-

opment and refinement in the later fiction--The Violent Bear

It Away and the stories in Everything That Rises Must Con=-

verpge. The final chapter will present & summary and conclu-

sions.
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24, Sounding at one point 1ike Le Clezio, Marti
a definition of the grotesque: » tlartin assumes

This is the ludicrous world as Flannery O!Connor sees
it; her selection of detail is not the caricaturist's
method of distortion, but she sees the actual horror
and ugliness of the world. 1Its grotesqueness results
from her technigue of drawing large, of seeing reallty
as if examining nearby phenomena .through a telescope
or as if directing her readers!' eyes through a micro-
scope to show them what should be visible to the naked
eye. Whether grotesqueness in her work is a part of the
Gothic impulse, whether it is in the distorted vision
of spiritually myopic characters, whether 1t is in the
spectacle of grotesque behavior brought about by the
characters! lack of knowledge of themselves and their
true country, or whether grotesqueness is simply the
evervday upliness that exists as a testament 4?%57 the
disvarity between this world and that of the 1deal,
Flannery O'Connor's purpose is always the same: to see
actuality without undue sentimental or romantic regret
that varadise is not of this world, and to denonstrate
that, for all its horror, 1life here 1is merely passage
by the dragon as one goes to the Father of Souls. This
passage, she believes, is the concern of any story of
depth and demands courage on the part of the reader.
The storyteller too must have considerable courage to

pgg?ent the horror of the passage as he sees it. (TC,
1
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Richard Poirier on the genius of 0'Connor's treatment of the
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fied in the penultimate stanza of the *tParadiso, ! where
pante likens his poetic efforts in fashioning a vision of
God to the work of a 'good tailor'" (IC, 14). In fairness,
it should be acknowledged that Polrier didn't pick up on it
either ("If You Know Who You Are You Can Go Anywhere," New
York Times Book Review, May 30, 1965, 5).

25. Lewis A. Lawson, "Flannery O'Connor and the Gro-
tesque: Wise Blood," reprinted in Flammer 0'Connor, ed.
Robert E. Reiter (St. Louis, n.d.), Sl. Hereafter desig-
nated FOGWB, anpearing, with the numbers of the pages cited,
within parentheses in the text.
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33-34.

27. Mrs. Hendin's book is discussed in Appendix I.
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29, Irving Malin, New American Gothic (Carbondale, 1962),
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30, "The American novel tends to rest in contradictions
and among extreme ranges of experience. When it attempts to
resolve contradictions, it does so in oblique, morally ecul-
vocal ways. As a general rule it does so either in melodra-
matic actions or in pastoral idylls, although intermixed with
both one may find the stirring instabilitles of 'American
humor.! These qualities constitute the unicueness of that
. branch of the novelistic tradition which has flourished in
this country. They help to account for the strong element
of 'romance! in the American 'novel.’!

"By contrast, the English novel has followed a middle
way « « o Oddity, distortion of personality, dislocations of
normal life, recklessness of behavior, malignancy of motlives
--these the English novel has included. Yet the profound
poetry of disorder we find in the American novel is missing,
with rare exceptions, from the English." Richard Chase, The
American Novel and Its Tradition (New York, 1957), 1-2.

31, From which I suppose those who are willing can go
in any of several.directions, by inférence, to understand the
relevance of thinking of literature as unconscious; let me
make clear here that I am not among the willing, because 1
can f£ind no way in which such a concept is susceptible to
logical discourse, turning as i1t does upon the unprovable and
leading usually to the cormentatorts reading his understand-
ing of his own psyche into that of the poet of whom he speaks.,

32, Malin goes on to find evidence elsewhere of "Miss
O0'Connor's preoccupation with gelf-love . « « which destroys
all ‘cormunities!"; The Misfit, taken to be the central
character of "A Good Man Is Hard to Find," has as his domi-
nating truth his conviction that he will be "the new Jesus
of self-love'; Mr. Head, of "The Artificjal Nigger, " sees
himsolf as the true moral guide for his grandson; Mrs.
Shortley, of "The Displaced Person," "is so narclssistic
that she considers herself the ruler of the community" de-
spite her being the wife of a tenant farmer, while Mrs,
McIntyre belleves herself entire, complete in herself; 0ld
Parwater and Rayber are narcissistic defenders of their
notions (as, remember, Le Clezio would also have it) whille
the youn% Tarwater also becomes a new Jesus, and the point
becomes "The violent narcissists bear humanitx away; in
Bishop's murder they confirm their own death. A Good Man
Ts Hard to Find" 1s understood to establish "the impossible
task of redemption," through the ironical juxtaposition of
The Misfit and the grandmother--"the criminal to the good
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citizen"--both of whom are trapped in their self-love (the
grandmother's love offered just before she is shot is '"false
love"). The epiphany experienced by Mr. Head and his grand-
son 1s a function of their odd views. Mrs, Shortley's death
isn't explained at all, and the valldity of Mrs. MclIntyre's
conversion is thought doubtful Bacause she is but a reflec-
tion of Mrs. Shortley. The ugly scenes are admirable because
our recognition of their ugliness and our understanding of
the comic inversions they involve demonstrate our own free-

ggg fr?m narcissism; "We thus affirm our humanity" (POG,
=22}

33. O'Connor, quoted in CS,AD, 257.

34. Ibid., 2h43-U4L.
35. Matthew vii, 3-5:

And why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy
brother's eye, but considerest not the beam that is in
thine own eye?

Or how wilt thous say to thy brother, Let me pull
out the mote out of thine eye, and behold a beam is in
thine own eye?

° Thou hypocrite, first cast out the beam of thine
own eye; and then shalt thou see clearly to cast out the
mote of thy brother's eye.

36, O!'Connor, "Introduction to A Memoir of Mary Ann, "
in Mystery and Manners, 225=26.

37, "I'm a born Catholic and death has always been a
brother to my imagination, I can't imagine a story that
doesn't properly end in it or in its foreshadowings." O'Con-
nor, quoted in CS,AD, 228. ‘
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for each other's.
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ture, trans. Ulrich Welsstein (Bloomington, 1963), 18L.
Hereafter designated GAL, appearing, along with the numbers
of the pages cited, in parentheses within the text.




CHAPTER II

Regina Cline 0'Connor permits only Robert Fitzgerald,
her daughterts literary executor, access to the books and
papers that would reveal the Specific'possible sources of the
author's thinking. We know that O!Connor was recommending
Teilhard to Fitzgerald in 1961 and that from that source
came her title "Everything That Rises Must Converge"; we
find her occasionally alluding to the Church PFathers, But
1t simply is not possible to ascertain the nature and extent
of her readings in theology and philosophy. We know that
she adm}red the writing of Caroline Gordon, Nathanael West,
and John Hawkes, and we can safely assume that she read all
the writers her generation thought impoftant. It is reason-
able to assume that she recognized a necessity to grapple
with the ideas and attitudes that characterize the main-
stream of American literary production since the First World
War. By and large, this means that she was used to encount-
ering hopelessness and ugliness in a literature commonly
presenting the breakdown of 0ld authorities in the midst of
a world of degenerating conditions and increasing incompre-
hensibility. As Fitzgerald puts it, "A catchword when Flan-
nery O!Connor began to write was the German angst, and it
seemed that Auden had hit 1t off in one of his titles as
the tAge of Anxiety.'"

Certain items from her rather sketchily known biography

y2
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suggest, rather persuasively, thgﬁ her own experience was
such as to make the human reasons underlyling that gloomy
ethos meaningful to her in an intensely personal way while
at the same time providing her with the abillty to remain
undaunted.

The only child of proudly patrician, Roman Catholic
parents, O!'Connor was born in Savannah in March of 1925. A
solitary girl until she entered parochial school, she was
all her life fond of pets, and, Hyman tells us, at five she
became briefly famous because Pﬁthé News released nationally
a £ilm of her with her bantam chicken that walked backwards.
When she was thirteen her father, Edward O'Connor, & real-
estate man, became 111 with the incurable disseminated lupus
(in which the body forms antibodies to its own tissues) and
the family moved to the white-porticoed Cline house in the
center of Milledgeville, from which the Clines had exercised
local and some statewide influence for more than a hundred
years. The teen-aged girl kept pets (mostly fowl), rode
horses, and was a good student who wrote boqks for which she
did 1llustrations; she witnessed the visible and ugly symp-
toms of her father's strange illness until his death in 1941.
In 1942 she matriculated at Georgia State College for Wonmen
(now the Women's College of Georgia) and took several edi-
torial posts as well as writing stories for the school's
literary magazine; her ambition was to be a cartoonist and
1t was encouraged by the New Yorker (who complimented her
but did not buy), and there is one revealing cartoon in
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which a bespectacled young lady sits a wallflower at a prom
over the caption, "Well, I can always be a Ph.D." She took
her A.B. in social science--as Robert Drake puts 1t, "g fact
which somewhat startles when one recalls the distaste with

- which she treated psychologists and sécial workers in her
fiction"--and went on as a Rinehart Fellow to Paul Engle's
Writer's Workshop at the University of Iowa, where she re-
cgived a Master of Fine Arts in Literature in 1947. Before
she went to Iowa, she drovved her first name, Mary. After
an extra year at Iowa beyond her degree, she went to Yaddo
and then on to an apartment hotel in New York. In the sum-
mer of }9&9 she left the city to become the boarder of her
friends Sally and Robert Fitszgerald at theilr home in Ridge-
field, Connecticut. In 1947 and 1948 she published four
stories that were later to be incorporated into Wise Blood,
which she had begun at Yaddo and upon which she continued to
work in New York and at the Fitzgeralds!',

Late in the fall of 1950 she complained to the Fitzger-
alds of "a heaviness in her typing arms," which was diagnosed
as rheumatoid arthritis; she became desperately 111, and it
was dlagnosed at Atlanta's Emory Hospital as disseminated lu-
pus, From then on she spent much time in the hospital
as the disease took its weird course, weakening her bones
and causing recurrent high fevers as well as such other tem-
porary symptoms as complete loss of halr and great discolored
blotches on her face and body. When she wasn't in the hos-
pital she lived with her proteotiva mother at their country
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home, Andalusia Farm, Just out of Milledgeville, writing,

painting, raising pets--particularly peacocks--and receiving
friends and admirers., She received Kenyon and Guggenhelm
fellowships, and made several lecture appearances when she
was well enough. Through it all, as excerpts from her let-
ters to the Fitzgeralds make clear; she maintained great
good cheer, speaking of her disease with a kind of distanced
bermsement. She died August 3, 196l, after an abdominal op-
eration caused a virulent recurrence of the lupus from which
she was unable to recover.

Such details as these don't necessarily tell us much,
though the image of a little girl becoming famoﬁs because of
a freak chicken haunts us, and we cannoi imagine that O'Con-
nor at 13 could fail to see arbitrariness and absurdity in
“her father's illness or in her own at 25. The cartoon of
‘the wallflower seems to suggest that one must make the best
| of what one can't help, as well as strongly suggesting a
saving sense of humor. And though her mother insists ubon

O'Connor's lifelong dutifulness and cooperativeness, there

were some outright rebellions; she claimed to have replied

to an old lady who wrote that O'Connor's book had left a bad
taste in her mouth, "You weren't supposed to eat 1t."2 Hen=-
din reports the memory of a Milledgeville matron who claims
that at nineteen or twenty O!'Connor attended a wedding shower
at which she remained "standing, her back pressed against the
wall, scowling at the group of.women who had sat down to
1unch." Hendin also picks out O'Connor's fascination with

peacocks, the beautiful birds with the horrible cry (tp
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O'Connor, "cheers for an invisible parade") that defecated
all over the lawn and ate all her mother!s flowers. And
however apparently comfortable her younger life might have
been, she nonetheless bore the double burden of birth into

an austere environment of Jansenist Catholicism and self-
conscious Southern aristocracy, & bﬁrden hard to bear for a
lively and sensitive girl of keen intelligence. As Hendin
vividly and perceptively demonstrates, the burden was in.
creesed by the code of genteel southern womanhood, "the code
that forbids confession," reguiring a young lady to be nice
to everyone and to keep her concerns to herself, Hendin is
right in affirming that this has to have been isolating, o-
bliging O!'Connor to seem to accept the ﬁorld in which she
lived all the while that, consciously and within, she writhed
under the weight of its contradictilons, its vacuity, its ina-
bility to see itself more as she saw 1t.3 What it must also
-mean 18 that 1life was altogether a thing to contend with,
particularly given a strong Catholic faith that would alﬁays
have to be justified in the face of every new contrary fact
of onet's life, and that in the midst of the fundamentalist
South with its streetcorner prophets and its perversions of
Christianity. What is remarkable is that O!Connor emerged
with a sense of the comic grotesque and its inherent ironies;
the other possibilities were morbidity and neurosis, both of
which she escaped.

That she could so triumphéntly survive while looking un-

flinchingly at the contradictions and absurdities filling the

world meant that she had to develop an affirmetive pergonal
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‘philosophy that would accommodate those elements of human
existence. The answer to the ontological question had to be
found in actuality. O'Connor studied the world around her
carefully and reported what she saw with accuracy; she found
her argument for the existence of God in the desire she ob-
served in every man to transcend the knowable world. If
every one has this desire, the desire itself must be natural,
which in turn argues that the universe must contain something
towards which the human spvirit aspires. Grotesque and mis-
guided though he may be, the streetcorner prophet figures
forth that aspiration at the same time that he 1s the con-
stent reminder of man's fallibility; he is at once truth
end its denial. The reductio ad absurdum of man's oropensi-
ty to formulate systems based in the hybristic sense that
God's nature and will are wholly knowable, he points to the
doubtful vaiue of cosmological systems that seek to interpret
" the Divine Will as if it were not ultimately unknowable.
"The prophet freaks of Southern 1iteraturo are not images of
the man in the street. They are 1lmages of man forced out to
meet the extremes of his own nature. "l

There are problems jnherent in such a formulation for a
practicing Catholic, who will be accustomed ta the neo-Thom-
istic doctrines of the modern Churgh, or to reconciliations
of Saints Thomas and Augustine achieved by careful selection
of texts. But such religion tends to gloss over the signi-
ficance of the Fall, and to find man capable of achieving a
harmonious 1life of the happy and the good; the conditions
of modern life shed doubt upon such faith, and certainly for
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persons like Flannery O'Connor who must find viable values in
the face of suffering and the imminence of death (it 1s very
much to the point that most of her writing was done after the
onset of the disease she knew would be fatal), Ssint Augus-
tine offers the surer gulde,

For Saint Augustine man 1is uttérly helpless unless he
enjoys the grace of God; for him, the Fall made a very real
difference and is the source of meaning for the concept of
free will, A reading of the Confessions certainly gives one‘
the sense that it 1s the best man who suffers most. This is
the dramatic source of Saint Augustine's appeal for the
Christian existentialists; Berdyaev (Eastern Orthodox) sug-
gests that the intensity of a man's suffering is the index
of his depth, and that sensitlvity to both spiritual and
physical pain vary in direct ratio with the refinement of
intellect and soul, so that it is our susceptibility to
.suffering that raises us sbove the animal in our natures.>
Even Sartre agrees with this, adding that only suffering-an-
ables man to feel free; in Saint Genet he suggests that on-
1y a god can be happy without the cooperation of the uni-
verse whereas unhappiness recuires but oneself. For Una-
mino, it is suffering that "tells us that we exist."® It
seems arguable that Ot!'Connor agrees, inasmuch as those of
her characters who have to be understood as winning through
to salvation do so only by way of intense inner struggles.

The proninent existentialiét philosopher with whom
O'Connor seems to have most in common i3 Gabriel Marcel, a

French Catholic-by-conversion who has given us a romarkably
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vivid ‘account of thg struggles by which he came to join the
church, and an even more revealing sense of the proccupation
with suicide, despair, and anxiety engendered by those strug-
gles and the conversions As he sees it, an inner necessity--
what he calls an "exigence'"--impelled nim to Catholicism, a
direction in which his thinking was.moving before he realized
it (it was pointed out to him in a quiet question put by
Mauriac). His conversion came when he was forty (1929), and
his philosophical pursuits up until that time had produced
in him what the existentialists call "the feeling of dread."

This feeling is distinguishable--rust be distinguished--
from that of fear. "Fears are derived and debased forms of
anxiety" which have as their object defihable dangers that
are threatening to us in partlicular ways and that commonly
may be forestalled or avoided.‘ As defined by Kierkegaard,
with disciplined analysis supplied by Heidegger, dread has
an indefinite object and becomes a concern for the meaning
of one's "whole being-in-the-world" that leaves one feeling
lost and meaningless in the factual world of objects and
the identity one has established with relation éo factuality.
It "touches the whole structure of my being in the world,
but with a poignant embhasis on those real possiblilities
which I really am, though they 1ie ahead of me, It 1s for
them that I dread."? This feeling awakens one to decision
and action leading towards breaking with thagp"fﬁj §!H5¥l_

[y
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and its generally understandable operationé in order to

realize one's best possibilities.
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For the existentlallst, the conditions producing the
sense of dread represent the fallen state of man and the
feeling of lostness is present in all men, but most men are
unsble to face up to it and retreat into the 'safer' world of
factuality, denying themselves the opportunity to find their
real selves, The grueling experienbe of dread offers hope
because it reveals one's best possibilities; thus awe and
exhilaration win through terror and revulsion in the experi-

ence of dread:

In this respect the experience of Job before God,
in which indignation over the arbitrary existence of
divine power is transmuted into a sense of awe and re-
spect for divine majesty, avproximates fairly well to
the contemporary experience of existential anguish.
Dread, which is sometimes called "the anguish of being,"

differs from the fear of death, although thoughts of death
can bring it to mind, because 4t arises from a recognition
that nothingness is as possible as being. Its strength in
.Western culture has a basis in the traditions of both Juda-
4sm and Christianity, in their belief that the world was
created ex nihilo, and in the Christian eschatology of the
Last Judgment. The Christian traditionally has been obliged
to take the creation as a mysterious matter that must be ac-
cepted on faith alone because a world ecreated from nothing
logically can be neither eternal nor necessary and the immu-
tability of God renders the motion of creation incomprehensi-
ble. Thus creation is "contirigent" (which is what the exis-
tentialist means by "gbsurd"), and the Christlan philosovher
has been obliged traditionally to prove.that contingency 1is

necessary preclsely because both being and nothingness are
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1ogicélly possible ‘and reason éannot explain being. For the
S e

existentialist th. 1 ' (or absurdity) of being is a-

gain a natter of intuition, something of which we are all
more or less aware whether or not we have experienced dread
but which becomes explicit through dread.

The "ontological wonder sickneés" and "cosmic fear" ex-
perienced by the pragmatists William James and Ludwig Witt-
genstein point to the need of all men to come to terms with
the contingency of existence, and the Thomlist agrees with the
existentialist that every man must face {t, But while the
Thomist accepts grace as the sole necessary condition for
the soul's salvation, he adheres to a belief 1n obedience to
moral law as an avenue to it. For the dhristian existential-
ist, on the other hand, contingency is radical, and while one
may believe in the existence of God for whom being has mean-
ing, man and God are incormensurable and man cannot know
'what ultimate meaning may be. The Fall exlled man from the
world, making his reason unable to fathom God and incapaﬁle
of devising a moral system that can lead to salvation. Mrs,
Purpin, of O'Connor's "“Revelation," has pursued the moral
law and it hes not oroduced moral perfection in her; she has
been troubled in the night by intimations of its fallure,
and the attack upon her by the horrible,‘ironically named
Mary Grace forces her to the experience of dread and destroys
her self-righteousness.

For Marcel, all life is a trial menacing to the indivi-
dual man's wholeness and faith ("the power of adherence to

being") and tempting him to pessimism and nihilism but_alsb
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providing him the opportunity to take his own measure in the
face of urgent necessity and achieve the authentic life by
triumphing over the contradictions and perversities the worid
continuously presents. "To be, means to withstand the test,
this progressive dissolution. To deny being would be to
claim that nothing can withstand the test." Each man's trial
is his own, although every man is tried; the individual soul
has authentic being only upon condition of its salvation's
having been achieved, and what can be objectively verified
by everyone is not relevant to the salvation of the individu-
al, Each of us can know only what he can sense himself--and
it is important in this regard that Marcel rejects the mind-
body dualism as well as all systems thaf would reduce exis-
tence to objective thought; things exist for him through the
same immediate participation by which his body is pregsent to
him. Marcel "proceeds on the assumption that experience 'in-
‘tends' reality--a reality that transcends the mind of the ex-
periencer--and that the intention can be revealed by senhi—
tive, participative 1nterpretation.“9

The existentialist distinguishes between the world of
things existing in themselves and the world of things re-
shaped by the human mind. The phenomenal world of things
in themselves constantly threatens to explode the individu-
al world shaped by each man's mind and to deter him from the
authentic being of which we are all sald to have a "pre-on-
tologlcal comprehension"; the latter comes clear if thought
of in terms of Mrs. Turpin's nagging doubts, and the former
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if thought of in terms of the successful explosion of her
individual world by those doubts. The phenomenal world thus
is an absurd or "contingent being of which we are constantly
aware, be it only dimly, and which poisons our existence, as
Sartre's choice of the word 'mausea! to designate the angulsh
of being sufficiently indicates" (LE, 39). As a thinking and
a feeling being, man is anguished by the recognition of his
limitations in time and space. He can know only what his
experience cen teach him, and cannot he helped by knowledge
of man in the abstract; as Marcel sees it, among the things
experience teaches man are the inability of secondary reflec-
tion to establish his existence and the presence in his life
of aspects of human experience that objeétive thought will
not verify. Marcel sees man as a wayfarer, homo viator, a-
1ienated from the world at the Fall and ever in the process
of striving for authentic existence and obliged to exercise
.his free will because his future is undetermined (for Marcel
"nothing can be absolutely pre-established and 1nev1tab1§
for God"10), Man cannot know things sub specie aeternitas,
but must £ind his own identity and make his own history.

Thus free will itself becomes a source of anguish be-
cause it implies the necessity of choosing. A man must make
choices to make the world around him meaningful, and his con-
sciousness of freedom renders the natural and soclal environ-
ment inscrutable and brutal. This makes a man conscious of
his own consciousness and conc&fned with his own purposes;
he recognizes that he rust overcome the conditions of his

factual being if he is to achieve authentic existence.
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The world is as absurd for the Christian existentialist
as it is for the atheistic, but he believes in a God who is
beyond human comprehension. Hence the absurdity rises out
of the limitations of human intelligence, Profoundly aware
of the inaccessible 'otherness! of God, he is more concerned
with the implications of that fact for man as it bears upon
the relationship between God and man than he is with the di-
vine nature itself, and his interest doesn't rest much in re-
solving paradoxes:

e « o« The Christian existentiallists « « o« strenuously

insist that Christian dogma, notably the dogma of cre-

ation, of the Man-God, and of the Trinity, do contra-

dict reason. It is logically impossible that God be

a ocreator, that he be both wholly divine and wholly

human, that he be simultaneously one and three persons.

Thus faith becomes belief in the logically impossible.

« o o Since, however, faith defined as belief in the

logically impossible is a human impossibility, Kierke-

gaard . « o used a different definition of falith.

Faith became simply the desire to believe, intense care

or concern for one's fate. (IE, 98-99)

The freedom of the will is not only a value but the implied
basis for faith, and the existentlialist's helghtened sense of
beingts radical contingency sharpens the personal concefn in
the will to believe, making 1t more poignantly explicit. As
existence calls forth thought, in Marcel's terms, and experi-
ence "intends® meaning, SO we find that man's basic situation
is his engagement in being and his spiritual task 1s to af-
firm that being. And being 1is a "mystery" to be "pecognized
and realized," belonging to the realm of the "neta-problem-~
atict:

A problem is something which 1s encountered, which

bars the way. It lies entirely before me. Mystery,
on the contrary, 1s something in which I find myself
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engaged, whose essence it is, consequently, not to be

entirely before me, It is as if in this zone the dis-

tinction of "in me" and "before me" loses its meaning.

Thus the self rmst raise the question of being before it
can recognize the ontological mystery, and this is a matter
requiring orior recognitions, including that of the uncer-
tainty of one's own identity:

I who inquire about being do not know firstly whether

I am, nor a fortiori what I am--nor even quite clearly
what this question fwhat am I?' means, though it still

obsesses me, %EEE_32ai22_2%2_%22922£L2£_§22%E_221
croachl on its own data; 1t is pursued inside the sub-
ect who propounds i1t. 1t is therewlth denied (or tran-
scended) as problem and transformed into mystery.
Mi1Ts and 'am! are inseparsable,” and to affirm the wholeness
of one's being requires affirming the wholeness of being as
a participant in being rather than as one speaking of it from
without. The great difficulty comes from our condition as
members of the phenomenal world, which recuires us to shut
off the mystery in and around us--"it may be the essence of
. objects, of mere things, to shut off the mystery"; this must
be transcended. We regain our personal unity in the act of
recollection, which acknowledges that "there 1is something
in me which is not identical with my life, something which I
grasp or open myself to at the moment of recollection, but
it is not to myself, in the 1imited sense, that I wlthdraw
in recollection, but to my being with being." This act of
recollection points to man's ability to confront and judge
his own life, affirming or destroying it. If recollection
leads us toward the abyss, fidellty, hove, and love can help
us to transc;nd our condition, and the "elucidation of these

spiritual data" offer the "soncrete approaches to the onto-
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logical mystery."
e o o the ontological order can be recognized person-
ally only by the whole of a being engaged in a drama
which is his own, while yet surpassing him infinitely
in every sense; a being to whom has been imparted the
singular power of affirming or denying himself, inas-
ruch as he affirms being and opens himself to it--or

as he denies it and thereby closes himself; for 1t is

in this dilemma that there lies the very essence of
freedon.l

Until a man has passed through that private drama he 1s
what Marcel calls "indisposable," that 1s, he has not exer-
cised his freedom and hence must see objects, other men, and
even God as "its"; he is unable to enter into an "I-thou" re-
lationship with others or an "I-Thou" relationship with God
because he has not freed himself and hence denies freedom to
the world. The private drama, 1f it leads him to affirmation
of being, frees him, renders him "disposable™; he has entered
into communion with existence. This notion is very 1llike the
orthodox aotion of grace. _

For the orthodox Catholic, free will is the highest per-
fection of man, end it can be defined as "the ineclination
towards what the intellect judges to be good."12 The idea
implies its own limitations, since the intellect is imperfect
and the will not perféctly stable, but to the extent that
man is capable of understanding his options and their poten-
tial consequences, he is free to choose from among them and
responsible for the choices he makes. The orthodox view
does diverge from that of the existentialists by assuming
that there are good and bad, right and wrong decisions whose
ebsolute standard is God. That is, there 1s "moral conduct"

which is defined interiorly and consists of action voluntari-.
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ly taken and frreely directed to our true welfare of which
that welfare is the decisive motive on which we have decided
after rejecting all contrary motives" (IG, 36). That "true
welfare" is the life of God within man, so that an act of
free will is one freely and responsibly undertaken in the
belief that it will serve our welfare where that welfare 1s
conceived as having God as 1its object.

For the orthodox, man relates to God through faith, with
faith defined as the will to believe, Faith is not mere "re-
ligious feeling," an attempt to sense the reality of God,
but neither can it be founded upon reason; it transcends, by
o free act of the will, the limits of the senses and the
mind. Both free will and faith are made possible by the
prasence within man of the capacity for divine 1life, and
that divine life 1is grace, moﬁsntary intimations of God's
nature. Grace is the free gift of God which cannot be
merited or achieved, In Daujat's words, grace is "a holl-
ness which sinful man can neither have by any means of his
own, nor merit by his works and his virtues, but which 1s
given, or freely imparted to him, as a pure gift of God,
who, at the same time, both cleanses and sanctifies him"
(TG, 15). All men have the capacity for grace as well as
the freedom to accept or reject 1it. It is the capacity for
grace which helps the fallible human will to incline toward
its true welfare by rendering 1t susceptible to the pull ex-
erted by grace and therefore permits it to transcend the in-
tellect. The capacity is given to all men, so that God
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becomes “himsglf . « » both the motive and the object of
faith" (TG, 80). Grace is the manifestation of God's super-
abundant love and mercy, given that men might partake of the
divine nature and be saved. The vehicles customarily are
the sacraments, available even to those not instructed or
wrongly instructed in Christien belief if they "have not
been able to reject /grace/ out of malice" (IG, 152).

The Christian existentialist, on the other hand, while
relying upon faith in grace as the means of salvation, can-
not accept the hotion of knowable staﬁdards of good and bad,
nor can he place much credence in the sacraments; for Marcel,
préyer and religious ritual are symbolic affirmations of the
"I-Thou" relationship, Characteristically the existentialist
is concerned with the quality of the individual man's re=-
sponse to the absurdity of the phenomenal world and the on-
tological mystery. Just as his preoccupation with absurdity
has strengthened his "desire to believe" in a God who is the
ultimate, if incomprehensible, source of meaning, so his con-
vicetion that God's meaning cannot be known with certainty
forces him to seek to define certain values within the frame
of the very contingency of existence. Since his perception
of human 1ife in its relation to God is that it is marked by
absurdity and that its inescepable conditions are frustration
and pain, it follows that his concern is that man must ex-
perience ontologidal dread in an extremely intense personal
drama combining terror and exhilaration. The concept seems

close to the orthodox awe of God, but it involves a more pro-
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foundly personal intellectual and emotional involvement than

- adherence to the moral teachings of the church or the sacra-

ments will provide.

The centrality of anguish in the values of the Christian
existentialist makes the intensity of experience the only
means by which it can be evaluated, a position he shares with
his atheistic counterpart. This quite transforms the quallty
of his Christian belief. The most truly "authentic" and
hence most truly Christian life is for him a life lived for
the integrity of experlence in terms of confronting the con-
ditions producing anguish and the truths revealed by the ex-
perience of that angulsh. Free will is the highest human
possibility because it creates a constant tension of anguish
between the exhilaration of or attraction to the absolute
freedom of choice, and the fear of, or suffering under, the
absolute necessity of choice--when even not to choose is
one's free choice and responsiblility. Finally, faith 1it-
self, the will to belleve, must surmount by an act of free
choice the fear and uncertainty before the unknown that a
view of the world and all existence as radically contingent
vivifles:

.« « o the faith of the Christian existentialist is-a

tortured faith in which the will to belleve is con-

stantly undermined by doubt and disbelief. Where

what passes for a serene and confident faith is not a

mere habitual babbling of empty verbal formulae, it is

the will to believe, the energy of unremitting concern
sbout one's personal fate, mistakenly interpreted as

. steadfast adherence to doctrine. what attracts the
existentialists, be they atheistic or Christian, to

Augustine and Pascal 1s the vitality of their reli-
gious concern . . o Even the militant athelst who
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vigorously denies God fares better at the hands of the

Christian existentialist than the !'serene believer'!; for
the energy of his despair 1s more akin to faith than the

calm of the man who recites a creed by rote, and he 1is

more honest than the fanatic who has allowed the energy

of his hope to blind him to the tragic contradictions of
the human condition. In sum, the Christian existential-
ist does not regard faith in the afterlife as a comfort-
ing illusion born of bad faith, but he does regard as
11lusory and morally valueless a faith which is not
perpetually sharpened and daily recreated in and through

despair., (IE, 194-95)

The Christian existentialist, then, does not so much de-
part from orthodox belief as bring to it a new orientation
and intensity--an orientation toward confrontation with the
absurdity in human existence, which in turn intensifies his
free determination to believe in the ultimate meaning of
God's saving grace. Certainly this describes what happens
to Haze Motes and joung Tarwater, and in O'Connor's treat-
ment of Christian themes in all her stories the emplasis is
clearly upon the need of each focal character to come face-
to-face with the inauthenticity of his own exlstence, And
i1t is in this concern with the need to affirm 1ife through
an intense confrontation with absurdity in order to tran-
scend absurdity that Christian existentialism finds its
basic affinity with the grotesque mode in art.

Kayser surveys the concept of the grotesque philologi-
cally, starting from its coinage in fifteenth-century Italy
(la_grottesca and grottesco, which describe an ornamental
style discovered in newly excavated Roman ruins) and follow-
ing the develooments 1in i1ts meaning through various users of

the term, examining the literature and art they used 1t to
describe., By this method he finds that as early as the six-

— -
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teenth century the term "meant a creative attitude which has
been regarded as typical of the grotesque until the present"
and that certain of its motifs have remained constent. He
notes that A. W. Schlegel, perhaps influenced by Diderot,
had gone so far as to designate the grotesque a genre in its
own right and that Goethe saw some validity in that notion,
but avoids that mistake himself while siding with Mann in
contending that the grotesque is a special and legitimate
esthetic category:

That the word "grotesque" appliez to three differ-
ent realms--the creative process, the work of art it-
self, and its reception--is significant and appropri-
ate as an indication that it has the makings of a basic
esthetic category. This threefold aspect is character-
istic of the work of art in general which, in direct
contrast to all other forms of production, 1is literal-
1y "created." Its unique structure enables the work
of art to preserve its identity however much of its
Hoause" it may have absorbed. It has the strength to
rise above this "occasion." And finally, in contra-
distinction to other and different kinds of use, the
work of art is "received." It can only be experienced
in the act of recevtion, regardless of any modifica-
tions arising from it. (GAL, 180)

Accepting the possibility of inadequate understanding of
the grotesque ("the individual forms and detachable contents
are smbiguous and suffused with the most diverse meanins"),
Kayser works from the necessary predication that "there are
certain specific forms and motifs which are predisposed to-
ward certain contents." On the basis of repetitions of
forms, motifs, subjects, and themes in the literature and
graphic arts he has studied, he concludes that the grotesque

1s a structure whose nature 1is summed up in the sentence,
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"The grotesque is the estranged world." In keeping with
this, it is a "play with the absurd" that attempts to "in-
voke and subdue the demonic aspects of the world."

Among the repeated motifs and themes are included all
so-called monsters, including the fabulous creatures Sir
Walter Scott listed in his definition of the grotesque and
the "monstrosities™ of Cellini:

This trait prevailed from the fourteenth to the six-

teenth centuries in the "Temptation of St. Anthony, "

by which the artists of subsequent ages werse inspired.

Another pictorial source was provided by the biblical

Apocalypse since, 1ike the demons around St. Anthony,

the animals rising from the abyss obviously bear their

own meaning. But real animals also frequently recur
in the grotesques. Even in animals that are familiar
to him, modern man may experience the strangeness of
something totally different from himself and suggestive

of abysmal ominousness. (GAL, 182)

Motifs frequently come from the plant world, from the "inex-
tricable tangle of the jungle with its ominous vitallty, in
which nature itself seems to have erased the difference be-
tween plants and animals," which can be used without exag-
geration. S8till others come from the enlarging microscope

or from glances into "otherwise hidden organic realms"; but
the characteristic motifs are not always derived from organic
sources snd may include "all the tools which unfold a danger-
our life of their own," particularly motor vehicles, with
airplanes and dragonflies switching roles and tanks moving
1ike large animals 1n modern paintings:

This technical outlook is so familiar to modern man

that he has no difflculties in devising a "technical"

grotesque in which the {nstruments are demonically de-
structive and overpower their makers.

The mechanical object is alienated by being brought
to 1life, the human belng by being deprived of 1t. A=
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mong the most persistent motifs of the grotesque we

find human bodies reduced to puppets, marionettes, and

automata, and their faces frozen into masks, From the
interspersed masks of the ornamental grotesque to the
present age the theme has been a popular one, although
in the course of time it underwent characteristic
changes. Even in Bonaventura's Nachtwachen the mask,
instead of covering a living and breathing face, had
taken over the role of the face itself. If one were
to tear the mask off, the grinning image of the bare
skull would come to light. Ensor's and Paul Weber's
figures are born with masks. Even the grimming skull
and the moving skeleton are motifs $he macabre content
of which structurally aligns them with the grotesque.

Again and again, I have mentiored the influence exerted

by the Dance of Death, which had only to slough off

i1ts didactic skin to enrich the vocabulary of grotesque

foms. (G’AL’ 183"'8".)

Particularly important in the grotesdﬁe art of the Ro-
mantics and moderns is the role of human nature as a source
of motifs and themes. Dreams, quasl-insanity, and insanity
are rich in ominous possibilities and have been exploited.
Their appesl to the maker of grotesques comes from thelr
inherent suggestion that "it 1is as if an impersonal force,
an alien and inhuman spirit, had entered the soul. The en-
counter with madness is one of the basic experiences of the
grotesque which life forces upon us."

It is important to understand that all these motifs are
shaped--and received--in accord with a sense of ominous pos-
sibilities lurking with the familiar matter of our world;
our world is transformed in a way that differentiates the
grotesque from the benign fairy tale, whose familiar and
natural elements are not estranged because they do not be-
come. Suddenly ominous. Suddenneas and surprise are required

by the grotesque--working as we see 1t work when, in "Reve-
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lation," Mary Grace throws the book at Mrs. Turpin and the
estrangement is figured forth in a scene that takes on the
qualities of an animated tableau, the characteristic liter-
ary appearance of the grotesque.

The representations of the grotesque refer to action, a
"tpregnant moment'! (Ensor), or at least--in the case of
Kafka--a situation that is filled with ominous tension."

The strength of their effect comes from the denial of relia-
bility to our world and from the denial of applicability to
the categories that normally function in our world view; the
grotesque "instills fear of 1life rather than fear of death"
(GAL, 184-85). It depends upon a profound horror that de-
rives from our inebility to know the effective agent of the
world's estrangement; "One could . . . characterlize the gro-
tesque as the objectivation of the "It," the ghostly Mt
in contrast to the psychological "It" (es freut mich - I am
glad) and the cosmic "It" (es _regnet - it rains)--the "It"
which Amman defined as the third meaning of the impersonal
pronoun" (GAL, 185).

The estranged world is an absurd world, and‘thns tragedy
i3 impossible for the grotesque:

Initially the tragic also harbored the absurd. We can

see this in the tragic muclei of Greek tragedy. It 1s

absurd for a mother to kill her children, for a son to
murder his father or a father his son, and for a man to
eat the flesh of his sons. The Atrides myth 1s full of
absurdities. Buf first of all, these are individual
deeds., Furthermore, they are deeds which endanger the
_principles of the moral order of the world. The gro-

tasque is not concerned with individual actions or the
destruction of the moral order (although both factors

may be partly involved). It is primarily the expres-
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sion of our failure to orient ourselves in the physi-
cal universe. Finally, the tragic does not remain
within the sphere of incomprehensibility. As an artist-
ic genre, tragedy ovens precisely within the sphere of
the meaningless and the absurd the posslibllity of a
deeper meaning--in fate, which is ordained by the gods,
and in the greatness of the tragic hero, which 1s only
revealed through suffering. The creator of grotesques,
however, must not and cannot suggest a meaning. Nor
must he distract our attention from the absurd. If
Keller in his Kammacher had described with compassion
his protagonists? progress and their race toward de-
struction, the ensuing emotional perspective would

have weakened the effect of the grotesque.l3 (GAL,
185-86)

Obviously this part of Kayser'd definition is problema-
tic; 1t is regrettable that he does not elaborate on how the
"factors" of "individual actions" and "the destruction of
the moral order" "may be partly involved in the grotesque, "
and that he doesn!'t make clear what he ﬁeans when he says
that the tragic "does not remain within the sphere of incom-
prehensibility." Certainly we comprehend the terms of a
particular tragedy, that is, we know how the hero comes to
catastrophe, but the lesson always includes the idea of the
£allibility of the best of men or the way in which the human
condition betrays mankind, and the reasons why that is so
remains something less than scrutable. He seems here to be
confusing devices with meaning so that he fails to see be-
yond artistic techniques to their larger implications. Cer-
tainly this seems to be the case later, when he finds in the
ngatiric" grotesques of Hogarth and Kafkas and E. T. A. Hoff-
mann "an unimpassioned view" of the world as either a '"mean-
1ngless'puppet play" or a "caricatural marionette theater."
The signs of the grotesque have sometimes obscured for him

its significance, as Mark Spilka has demonstrated in apply-
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ing Kayser's formulation to Kafka and finding there all its
elements used to express a very regl concern for the moral
order of the world.llt The same obtalns for Flannery O'Con-
nor's fiction, which at times is almost ovérloaded with the
motifs Kayser singles out while presenting an estranged world
in a play with thp absurd that seeks to evoke and subdue our
besetting demons in an attempt to fulfill a prophetic func-
tion.

Perhaps it is also his immersion in the motifs of the
grotesque that causes him to be troubied by the role of
laughter in the grotesque., Recognizing that "traces of
/The/ playful frivolity of the capriccio"are present when
the grotesque work is successful, he explains it as a "some-
what involuntary ana forced attempt to shake off fear," in-
voluntary and nervous because the grotesque is a play with
the absurd that may begin gaily enough but whose language
or image carries the player--artist or audience--away to
realms where there are no comforting guides, making the smile

unavoidable:

In spite of all the helplessness and horror inspired
by the dark forces which lurk in and behind our world
and have power to estrange it, the truly artistic por-
trayal effects a secret liberation. The darkness has
been sighted, the ominous powers discovered, the in-
comprehensible forces challenged. (GAL, 186)

Certainly this suggests a meaningful function for the gro-
tesque, and clearly it allows for the possibility of moral
concern. ‘

Emended to allow the grotesque to express moral comncern,

Kayser's definition gives the term itself a usably conclse
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meaning and makes it easy to see the grotesque mode 88 a par-
ticularly suitable vehicle for the expression of existential-
1st idess. The operational sympathy between the two concep-
tual systems rests in their rutual desire ‘to invoke and sub=
due dermons.

"Revelation" makes the voint. The story is replete with
the motifs and themes of the grotesque as they have been de-
f;ned by Kayser, and it does all the things he says the gro-
tesque should do. Unable to withstand the pull of either of
two contredictory sets of values that traditionally have torn
man, Mrs. Turpin has aspired both toward the goods of this
world and toward a serene detachment from them which she
thinks her worldly success should.guarantee her--she takes
her success as proof of her salvation. But there are others
who seem to her less worthy who have succeeded more, which
fact is a source of frustrating insecurity to her., Still she
manages to protect herself agalnst her nagging doubts until
she encounters Mary Grace and is obliged to see herself as a
wart hog from hell. Her values have failed her, the existen-
tialist would say, because of her self-righteous failure to
see that the conditions of existence are the same for all
men., Forced to meet the extremes of her nature, she comes
to communion with the world.

Marcel considers it the philosopher's job to turn men's
minds to the study of the distinctive character of thelr
own existence, and while rejecting the traditional arguments

for the existence of God, he thinks analysis of moral feel-
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ing and moral action can show men "that their own best acts
presuppose a faith in something transcendent."15 He has
often presented his own ideas in dramatic form--many exls-
tentialists, probably because of the exacting demands of
their phenomenology, have turned to the stage and to fiction
for demonstrating their ideas--and would wholly approve of

O'Connor's fiction and what she saw as her prophetic mission

in her art.
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sage would seem to suggest that the original word used in
varying forms was bedeutung, which would not square with the
logic of the argument, and which happens not to be the case.
The root word is sinn, and implies that the grotesque image
or object should not be so presented as to suggest a mean-
ingfulness beyond itself--it cannot be symbolic. I have
checked my understanding of this with my friend and colleague
at Indiana, Professor Weisstein, the translator, who has
given me an undated note indicating his concurrence with my
understanding (the note is in my files). The original reads
as follows (italics mine):

. « « Die Traghdie als Kunstform erdffnet nun gerade

im Sinmlos-Absupden die Ahnung einer Sinnm8glichkeit
o % Der Gestalter des Grotesken darT und Eann keine

Siﬁngebugg versuchen. . .
1. Mark Spilka, Dickens and Kafka {Bloomington, 1963).

15. Cain, 173.



CHAPTER ITI

Fitzgerald has spoken of O'Connor's attitude toward the
existentialism that had become popular by the time she began

to write:

The last word in attitudes was the Existentialist one,
resting on the perception that beyond any immediate
situation there is possibly nothing--nothing beyond
nothing behind, nada. Now our country femily in 1949
and 1950 believed on excellent grounds that beyond the
immediate there was practically everything, like the
stars over Taulkinham--the past, the future, and the
Creator thereof, But the horror of recent human pre-
dicaments had not been lost on us., Flannery felt that
an artist who was a Catholic should face all the truth
down to the worst of it, If she worried about the side
effects of the ungenteel imagination, she took heart
that year from Mauriac's dictum about "purifying the
source"--the oreative spirit--rather than damming or
diverting the strean,

- In Wise Blood she did parody the Existentialist
point of view, as Bernard Cheney has said (in the Se-
wanee Review for Autumn, 196li), but the parody was
Very serious. In this and in most of her later writing
she gave to the godless a force proportionate to the
force it actually has: in episode after episode, as
in the world, as in ourselves, it wins. We can all
hear our disbelief, picked out of the air we breathe,
when Hazel Motes says, "I'm goint to preach there was
no Fall because there was nothing to fall from and no
Redemption because there was no Fall and no Judgment
because there wasn't the first two. Nothing matters
but that Jesus was a liar." And in whom 1s %aggg 80
dead that he never feels, as Haze puts 1t: re you
came from is gone, where you thought you were going to
never was there, and whers you are is no good unless
you can get away fram it."l

He does not pursue the matter, and it isn't qnite.clear
how the parody is to be understood to work, how it is that
godlessness does not win out in the end. The answer is that,
sharing the existentialist's concern with seeing the whole
ugly truth of things as & means of purifying the source,
Ot!Connor parodies the popularized philogophy, with its nihil-

istic emphasis, from a point of view that is characterized
71
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by remarkable affinities with Marcel's. Her treatment of
the easy popularization has its analog in her treatment of
the soclal worker (as in The Violent Bear It Away) and in

her treatment of conventional, hollow religiosity in the
body of her fiction. She does not ?oject existentialism
any more than she rejects religion or the human desire to

do géod works; an examination of Wise Blood reveals how ful-
ly she felt the angst and expresses it in her novel, while
studying the subsequent fiction shows her growth to a full
sense of the compatibility between the vision of the Chris-
tian existentialist and the stringent demands of significant

religious experience.

In her "Authort's Note to the Second Edition" of Wise

’Blood. 0t'Connor wrote:

Wise Blood has reached the age of ten and is still
alive, My oritical powers are Jjust sufficient to de-
termine this, and I am gratified to be able to say it.
The book was written with zest and, 1f possible, it
should be read that way. It is a comic novel about a
Christian malgrd lui, and as such, very serious, for
all conmic noveia that are any good must be about mat-
ters of life and death. Wise Blood was written by an
author congenitally innocent of theory, but one with
certain preoccupations. That belief in Christ is to
some a matter of life and death has been a stumbling
block for readers who would prefer to think it a mat-
ter of no great consequence. For them Hazel Motes' in-
tegrity lies in his trying with such vigor to get rid
of the ragged figure who moves from tree to tree in the
back of his mind. For the author Hazel's integrity
1ies in his not being able to. Does one's integrity
ever lie in what he is not able to do? I think that
usually it does, for free will does not mean one will,

“but many wills conflicting in one man. Freedom can-
not be conceived simply. It is a mystery and one which
a n.ovela even a comic novel, can only be asked to
deepen.

She is telling us that the comic novel should be no less pene-
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trating and concerned than the tragic, and the authorts ser-
ious preoccupations must be understood if those comic possi-
bilities are to be fully experienced. In this particular in-
stance, this means that the nonbelleving reader confronts a
stumbling block because he must find values other than the
author's upon which to base his response, and consequently
he misconstrues the novel by rendering, necessarily, Hazel
Motes at least a modern anti-hero if not a tragic figure who
is intensely concerned to reject all values but the self-
generated and who i1s destroyed in the process, beaten down
by a cruel world, And the point is that the reverse 1s

true; Haze's wrong choice is defeated by its very nature,
'Hia need to believe makes belief in nothing impossible, and
1t 1s skin to Marcel's belief that the very nature of thought
obliges us to recognize an absolute being beyond ourselves--
- experience intends meaning. 0!'Connor finds Haze's need the
expression of mants inborn capaciﬁy for grace, and hence

'~ evidence for the existence of God.

The quality of belief that makes a comic figure of Haze,
by bis 1nteﬁse struggle to find faith malgré lui and his an-
guished, paradoxical tfiumph in that struggle, affords a
perspective that partakes fully of the dignity and integrity
of the existentialist's need for 1htenae personal experience
to p;;vide meaning in life. Haze 1s called upon by 0 t'Connor
to experience anguish, to see through the absurdity in ex-
istence. Tﬁis 13 what O'Connor means, I suspect, when she

calls herself a "realist of distances"™: that the core of
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meaning in human life must be seen at a vast distance--the
distance between the natures of man and God--and, as it were,
through the wor}d darkly. Thé only way this 1s possible is
with the eyes of faith and by the light of grace; falth, in
our time, is not easy to achieve, and grace may not arrive.

Haze struggles with the world!'s absurdity to catch
sight of "real" meaning. In these terms one can recognize
the current of irony that runs so strongly through the novel
both structurally and thematically. In the course of Wise
Blood, Haze must move toward that intense personal exverience
of anguish that is so important to the Christian existentlal-
ist; he comes to grace, but it is by a circuitous and 4iffi-
cult path necessitated by the conditions of our world. His
capacity for grace--the presence'in him of the freedom to
will belief in God agd His revelation in Jesus Christ--1is
shown accomplishing its task of preparation and guldance
‘through the tension that arises between absurd forms of be-
lief and ecually absurd unbelief..

The novel focuses on Haze's struggle against faith,
showing us with economical efficiency how he came to reject
it so emphatically, and helping us to comprehend why the
struggle is so intense. Haze's strong spirituality--easily
understandable as the pull exerted by man's need to trans-
cend himselét;becomes apparent in Gur'first glimpse of hin,
sitting stiffly in his preacher's hat as he stares out a
train window-alternatively with looking down the aisle to-

ward the opposite end of the car, as if choosing between
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death and 1ife. O'Connor uses her characteristic technique
of heightening natural detall in order to vivify the strange
and supernatural. Thus the silly conversation of Mrs. Wally
Bee Hitchcock, and indeed her entire characterization, make
her familiar and set her off segainst Haze as he sits there
in his garish blue suit with the price tag on it and his

mask-like face:

She wanted to get close enough to see what the suit
had cost him but she found herself squinting instead
at his eyes, trying almost to look into them, They
were the color of pecan shells and set in deep sockets.
The outline of a skull under his skin was plain and
insistent.

She felt irked and wrenched her attention loose
and squinted at the price tag. The suit had cost him
$11.98. She felt that that placed him and looked at
his face again as 1f she were fortified against it now.
He had a nose like a shrike's bill and a 1long vertical
crease on either side of his mouth; his halr looked as
if it had been permanently flattened under the heavy
hat, but his eyes were what held her attention longest.
Their settings were so deep that they seemed, to her,
almost like passages leading somewhere and she leaned
halfway across the space that separated the two seats,
trying to see into them. He turned toward the window
suddenly and then almost as quickly turned back agaln
to where his stare had been fixed. (WB, 10-11)

The face is unreal but the powerful eyes seem somsehow more
than real; they are what hold her while they emphasize, in
seeming to be passages to somewhere, his spirituality. His
gaze out the window suggests that his is a troubled spirit
--8 gense that 1s reinforced by his trying to force the por-
ter to admit that he, too, is fram the vanished Eastrod end
hence as homeless as Haze. But the exact nature of his
spirituality doesn't begin to come clear until he responds
to Mrs, Hit&ﬁcock's prying by telling her he is going to
Paulkinham, where he knows nobody but 1s "going to do some
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things I never have done before," and leers at her with a
sidelong glance; there follows some dialogue marked by his

ominous perversity and her triviality. He finally inter-
rupts the latter:

"I reckon you think you been redeemed," he said.
Mra. Hitchcock snatched at her collar.

"I peckon you think you been redeemed," he re-
peated. (WB,

The spirituality begins to take on the cast of the de-
monic, and this emerges more fully later when Haze has
lurched through the dining car, bumping into tables and
sticking his hand in sameone's coffee, to be seated among
three women "dressed like parrots." While waliting for his

dinner,

He sat and looked in front of him, glum and intense, at
the neck of the woman across from him. At intervals
her hand holding the cigarette would pass the spot on
her neck; 1t would go out of his sight and then it
would pass again, going back down to the table; in a
second a straight line of smoke would blow across his
face. After it had blown at him three or four times,
he looked at her. She had a bold game-hen expressio
and small eyes pointed directl; on him, :

"If you've been redeemed," he said, "I wouldn't
want to be." Then he turned his head to the window.

He saw his pale reflection with the dark empty space
outside coming through it, A boxcar roared past, chop-
ping the empty space in two, and one of the women
laughed.

"Do you think I believe in Jesus?" he sald, lean-
ing toward her and speaking almost as if he were
breathless. "Well I wouldn't even if He existed. Even
if He was on this train."

"who said you had to?" she asked in a polsonous
Eastern voice. (WB, 16)

~What we see here we see through Haze's eyes, and it 1s
disorienting because he 1s disoriented--a‘pale reflection
through whicﬁ,black emptiness comes, cut in half by a pass-
ing train and threatened by a laugh. Unable to place himself
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in a world of bird-like women who are so unlike his dead
mother they can ask him who told him he should believe in
Jesus, he is not helped by running into a pink-wrappered,
squint-eyed Mrs. Hitchcock, her hair in knots "like dark
toadstools," as he makes his way to find the porter to let
him into his upper berth. The port;r's refusal to admit that
he's the son of Cash Parrum of Eastrod, who died when he
caught cholera from a pig, brings a laugh from Haze, but it
13 clear that he is troubled by his inability to return to
. Eastrod (a name suggestive of Easter and rood); his homeless-
ness metaphorically figures his existential aloneness, and
is offered to us in a context of ominoug animal and plang
images suggestive of the motifs Kayser finds to characterize
the grotesque mode. The feeling of ominousness grows as
Haze's berth seems fo him to take on the character of a
_closing coffin, and he wants it dark, which proves impossi-
ble, He lies there thinking of the coffins he has seen and
relating them to the disappearance of Eastrod, where every-
one has died. Half asleep, Haze is led by these thoughts
to two memories that become very important because they ex-
plain the impulse directing his spirit.

He remembers his terrifyingly religious grandfather, who
"had been a circuit preacher, a waspish old man who had rid-
den over three counties with Jesus hidden in his head like a
stinger,"” and who preached frdm_atop the nose of his Ford.
Every fourth-Saturday he treated Eastrod to his flery ser-
mons, and with his finger pointed at Haze would scream that
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"Jesus would have in the end!"

The boy didn't need to hear it. There was already

a deep black wordless conviction in him that the way to

avoid Jesus was to avoid sin. He knew by the time he

was twelve years old that he was going to be a preacher.

Later he saw Jesus move from tree to tree in the back of

his mind, a wild ragged figure motioning him to turn a-

round and come off into the dark where he was not sure

of his footing, where he might: be walking on the water
and not know it and then suddenly know it and drown.

Where he wanted to stay was in Eastrod with his two

eyes open, and his hands always handling the familiar

thing, his feet on the known track, and his tongue not

too loose. (WB, 20-22)

The recollection of his grandfather, whose perverted
Christianity had frightened him, leads Haze to his memories
of the army, which had taken him away from Eastrod for four
years although he'd planned to allow them only four months,
after which he would return uncorrupted; "He had a strong
confidence in his power to resist evil; it was something he
had inherited, like his face, from his grandfather." He had,
when he went to the army, thought he would be able to stave
off invitations to sin by insisting he was returning to
Bastrod to preach. When the invitation came, he put on his
mothert!s glasses (which he had taken with him, along with the
family Bible that was still in his duffel bag because "it
came from home") and stated his convictions, but his voice
oracked; "His friends told him that nobody was interested in
his goddam soul unless it was the priest and he managed to
answer that no priest taking orders from no pope was golng
to tamper with his soul. They told him he didn't have any
soul and left for their brothel" (WB, 24).

He took a long time to believe them because he wanted
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to believe them, All he wanted was to belleve them

and get rid of it once and for all, and he saw the op-

portunity here to get rid of it without corruption, to

be converted to nothing instead of to evil.

The army sent him off to fight, forgetting him until he
was wounded. Then they took the shrapnel out of his chest
and showed it to him, though he still felt it inside himself,
Yrusted, and poisoning him,® and then sent him to a desert
where again he was alone. There he had ample time to "study
his soul . . « and assure himself it wasn't there. When he
was thoroughly convinced, he saw that thls was something he
had always known. The misery he had was a longing for home;
1t had nothing to do with Jesus." Out of the army and in his
new preacher-like attire, he had returned to Eastrod to
find everything decayed except the chifforobe his mother had
cherished.

He had tied the chifforobe to the floor and put up a
'sign announcing that 1t was his property and anyone who stole
1t would be YHUNTED DOWN AND KILLED." In his half-sleep, the
chifforobe evokes an image of his mother coming at night to
see that her treasured object was guarded:

She would come with that look on her face, unrested and

looking; the sams look he had seen through the crack of

her coffin. He had seen her face through the crack
when they were shutting the top on her. He was sixteen
then. He had seen the shadow that came down over her
face and pulled her mouth down as if she were going to
spring up and shove the 1lid back and £fly out and satis-
fy herself: but they shut it. She might have been go-
ing to fly out of there, she might have been going to

spring. He saw her in his sleep, terrible, like a

mge bat, dart from the closing, fly out of there, but

it was falling dark on top of her, closing down all
the time. From inside he saw it closing, coming closer
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down and outting off the light and the room. He opened
his eyes and saw it closing and he sprang up between
the crack and wedged his head and shoulders through it
and hung there, dizzy, with the dim light of the train
slowly showing the rug below. He hung there over .the
top of the berth curtain and saw the porter at the
other end of the car, a white shape in the darkmess,
standing there watching him and not moving.

"Iim sickl" he called. "I can't be closed up in
this thing. Get me outt" .

The porter stood watching him and didn't move.

"Jesus," Hage said, "Jesus."

The porter didn't move. "Jesus been a long time

gone," he said in a sour triumphant voice. (WB, 26-27)
Even the rhythms of these sentences make 1t 1hpossible

to read them as parody; they are too powerful, too strongly
felt, And the stage for it has been too carefully set for
parody; eveything has built up to this moment when Hage
finds himself totally alienated, Even the Negro who is the
only living creature he can associate with BEastrod appears
white against the darkness as he reinforces the words of the
soldiers with whom Haze had refused to whore. For him the
'war was 8 trick aimed at corrupting him, at causing him to
sin and thereby to fall into the hands of Jesus; the govern-~
ment that celled him to war and the foreign places to which
he had to go were agents of evil--functioning for him as the
demonic forces in the world that the grotesque mode seeks to
evoke. Thé coffin-like upper berth caused him to have
thoughts of death, not just of those near to him but of
everyone in his familiar world, and those thoughts have been
given special shape and meaning by the grotesque women, the
woman's hand with the cigarettes, the image of himself through
which the landscape 1s seen and @hrough.which a train cuts,

the image of his dead mother as a bat--the gquintessential

——
- e -
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animal in the lexicon of the grot:e'aque. The absurd Hase
Motes has been brought raée to face with the Absurd; thoughts
of death have produced anguish, and Haze is overcome with |
sickness--we want here to remember that Sartre used nausea
to deacribe anguish.

The terms of the conflict with Haze are set. Having
learned to read but that 1t-was better not to, except for the
Bible, Haze has been shaped by his grandfather and his moth-
er, who "wore black all the time and . . . had a cross-shaped
face and hair close to her head" (WB, 63). Their harsh and
perverse fundamentalism made him fearful and literal-minded,
especially toward Jesus. The very depth of his desire to be-
lieve, combined with the essential shallowness of the form
he is offered for his belief, leads him to hope vaguely for
visible evidence of the redemptive pdwer his grandfather and
mother threatened him with, Hence he did penance as a child
by walking a mile in shoes filled with rocks for having seen
a naked woman in a coffin in a éarnival sideshow, and when
"Nothing happShod“ he felt disillusioned--he has been betray-
ed by the literalism of a distortion of Christlanity. His
mother, he believes, could tell at a glance what he had seen
at the carnival; feeling no less guilty after her punishment,
he performed his penance to remove the guilt, and 1t was the
failure of the penance that later enabled him to think he
had always lacked a soul. Similarly it was the literalism
he had been taught that made him prey to the atheism of the
soldiers, the hen-faced lady, and the porter; he was acocus-
tomed to believing what he was told, and had no faculty for
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countering evil counsel in the ahanoo of any concrete evi-
dence to support opposition. Yet the energy of conviction
that dominated his grandrathér and his mother released in
him the force of necessity to choose between faith in the
unknowable and the skepticism of his father. The conflict
may be seen as existing between the will to believe and the
pull of the knowable world. In Haze the conflict is power-
ful, in a sense all the more so because of the extreme limi-
tation of his intellect, and it leads to the intense strug-
gle in which 0'Connor told us she found his integrity to
consist. He embodies the fundamental quality of irony,
which is that ideas and qualities not only imply but con-
tain their opposites, and it was not very surprising to
learn from Fitzgerald that O'Connor had trouble pulling
the novel together until she read the Oedipus plays.3 And
in this way we come to understand that his mask-like face
and the stark, simple lines with which he 1is drawn are to
make us see him as an image of suffering mankind.

Haze's dream tells us that he had in some vague way
hoped to find upon his return to Eastrod that his ram4ly
had scmehow managed to overcome death and inhabit his home,
giving him literal evidence of an afterlife, just as he
sought certain evidence that his childhood penance had been
received by God. He has found no such evidence, and the
terrible claustrophobic fear of death that wrenches him a-
wake confirms his determination to believe in nothing. Thus

while it may be helpful to conceive of Haze, as Lawson does,
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as a reversal of Saint Anthony, ;é is perhaps more helpful
to see his story following the general outlines of the his-
tory of Oedipus. This would ask us to understand that .the
army experiences are like the banquet at which Oedipus ac-
quires doubt of his parentage, and Haze!s experiences upon
returning home and on the train are like Oedipust! visit to
the oracle that leads him t6 a wrong choice. The two are
alike in that their wrong choices are the only ones their
unaided end fallible human reason could allow them; they are
unlike in that Oedipus has led his lifé in pursuit of truth
and the morally sound, whereas Haze, the comic figufe, op-
poses himself to those things, though he comes to them,

Suwech an understanding of the novel will also permit us
to see that Enoch is needed to provide the contrast that
throws Haze'!s moral worth into necessary relief, and 1is not
simply Haze's comic counterpart. Enoch Bmory, a "damp-haired
pimpled boy," who, like Haze, i3 a recent arrival in the city
and who works in the zoo, was reared in part by a pious lady
--a welfare worker "that traded me from my daddy"--who had
nearly "sanctified /Rim/ crazy" both at home and by sending
him to "Rodemill Boys' Bible Academy." "She had a brick
house," Enoch wistfully recalls, "hut it was Jesus all cday
long" (WB, L46). And so Enoch, too, had sought relief from
religiosity:

"] studied on it and studied on it. I even prayed. 1

said, 'Jesus, show me the way to get out of here with-

out killing thisyer woman and getting sent to the peni-
tentiary,' and durn if He didn't. I got up one morning
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at just daylight and I went in her room without my

pants on and pulled the sheet off her and giver a heart

attact. Then I went back to my daddy and we ain't seen

hide of her since." (WB, 48)
Christianity for Enoch was but a convention, despite his say-~
ing that Jesus gave him the way out of the social worker's
house, and he sees his rescue from hef as his own act, re-
sulting from the wisdom of his blood in which he has come to
pgt faith., His "wise blood" is what he counts upon to pro-
tect him in Taulkinham, wahere "there's too many people on the
streets . . o Look like all they want to do is knock you
down"; he offers Haze the opportunity to profit from his
wise blood by allowing Enoch to be his guide in the city.
From the time of their encounter on Haze'é second night in
Taulkinham, Enoch provides much of the novel's comedy that
places Haze's struggle in its proper perspective. In this
way he becomes &a central figure. The more grotesque of the
two characters, he functions like sarah Ruth Cates, of "Par-
ker's Back," in serving as the measure of the grotesquerie
and absurdity of the phenomenal world against which the pro-
tagonist must search for meaning.

Haze and Enoch meet on a streetcorner where & vendor
of potato peelers 1is making a pitch that sounds like many
of the profane streetcorner religious preachments that
figure prominently in the novel. True to his character,
Enoch is eagerly taken in and wants to buy a peeler but can-
not afford it; he is particularly attracted by the vendor's
joke that Haze "needs one theseyer just to keep him com-

pany" (WB, LO). The remark is ironically applicable to the
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lonely Enoch himself, whose ovorgiding concern in the novel
is to get to know somebody friendly--a reduction of Haze's
spiritual yearning. When Haze fails to see a stop light and
is given trouble by a policeman, Enoch assures the officer
that he's lived all his life in Taulkinham and will take
care of Haze: he then claims to have saved Haze from trouble
and tries to make friends. Panting after Haze "like a
friendly hound dog with light mange," Enoch is responding to
the vague message of his blood (at once the embodiment of his
own spiritual we#kness and a parody of Haze's spiritual
strength) that Haze is a person to be followed. The two
encounter & second time the bdlind predchar whose fascination
for Haze had caused him to miss the light, and Haze first
proclaims his belief in nothing; the preacher calls out to
Haze to repent and Enoch suggests they should go to a broth-
el. Hagze rejects the suggestion and Enoch as well. His
reason is painful for Enoch--it is Mrs. Leora watts, with
whom he had spent his first night in town after finding her
name on a lavatory wall ("the friendliest bed in town").
Enoch, snivelling, lashes out; he points out that the blind
preacher's daughter had given him a box of the potato peelers
her father had taken from the vendor, and, thinking Hage had
only wanted to follow after the preacher because of an in-
terest in the daughter, tells him that the girl had given
him her address so he could bring Haze to her house.

His eyes glinted through his tears and his face

stretched out in an evil crooked grin. "You act like
you think you got wiser blood than_anybody else," he
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said, "but you ain't! I'm the one has it. Not you.
Me. " (_@’ 59) ‘ '

Haze throws at Enoch the stack of tracts the blind
preacher had given him and returns to Leora Watts (of whom
he had said earlier, "what do I need with Jesus? I got
Leora Watts"). He is less confident ebout it than he made
it seem to Enoch, however, because the night before had been
his first time with a woman and his less-than-successful per= '
fﬁrmanca had elicited obscene comments from Mrs. Watts. But
Mrs. Watts "was so well-adjusted that she didn't have to
think any more," and when Haze comes in she mocks that
"Jesus-seeing hatl", which, having removed her nightgown,
ahe puts on, sitting on the bed with her hands on her hips
and "walling her eyes in a comical way." Haze "made three
quick noises that were lsughs," jumps to turn out the 1light,
and strips. It is then that we learn of the naked woman at
the carnival and the punishment and penance that had followed
it (wB, 60-61). This i1s the point at which that information
1s most pointedly relevant to the thematic developments,
and 1t is also the moment at which the particular memory
i1s working forcibly in Haze's mind; his laughter bespeaks
his new commitment, but his turning out the light bespeaks
his sense of guilt before a naked woman. The structural
device is recognizably Faulknerian, and it accentuates
our sense of Enoch's mistake in assuming that Haze followed

the preacher because of the daughter.
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Chapter five provideg the cqﬁic key to the contrast
between Haze and Enoch. In it, the nature of Enoch's "wise
blood" and its goals are clarified, and 1t becomes increas-
ingly apparent that Enoch is a man perversely fascinated by
the very forms of belief which have disillusioned Haze. His
life in the city has taken on the configuration of an absurd
religious ritual centering around the mystery" he takes to
be the "heart of the city"--the mummified body of a man en-
shrined in a "MVSEVM" (the name he scarcely dared pronounce)
in the park whereiln is located the zoo that employs him.
For O!'Connor the mummy is the image of what man believes in
if he resists the call to transcendence, and Enoch is the
image of such a man, entrapped in his own animality. His
ritual actions are a parody of religious practices, and cen-
ter on the urge to know man, not God. Enoch is preoccupled
with ritual itself; for him there is no distinction between
a problem and a mystery, and his ritualistic approach to the
murmy reflects his concern to find solace among the citi-
zenry of Taulkinhem, in which his frustration makes the city
itself mysterious to him. His ritual is a series of comical-
ly absurd secular activities: every day after work he goes
first to lie under abelia bushes topping a mound from_which
he can watch the women sunbathing around the pool; then he
goes to a hotdog atand to eat and make suggestive remarks to
the waltress (always they are rudely feceived); then he goes

to see the caged animals; "Then he went there.'! He goes
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through these rituals piously, aqd of course can no more see
the ritualistic nature ofvhis actions than he can comprehend
the irony that they leaﬁ him but to a shrunken and rummified,
glass-encased, long-dead man., When chapter five opens, the
wise blood he got from his daddy (as Haze got his spirituali-
ty from his grandfather) tells him that "the person he could
show it to was going to come" that day, and it is with great
eagerness that he welcomes Kaze--who has come to find out
where the blind preacher lives., Haze 1is impatient, but Enoch
refuses to give him the information unless Haze goes through
the ritusl with him. His ridiculous way of 1life figures the
lowest possible denominator of sterile belief, as well ;s
imaging the religious quality that preoccupation with human
affairs often takes on, and his foolish ritual is used here
to heighten the integrity of Haze's struggle.

At the hotdog stand the waitress tells Haze she can see
that he is a nice boy and warns him that he shouldn't go
around with the dirty-minded Enoch. Enoch 1is unperturbed,
but Haze is determined to reject the waltress' values, His
response to her "you got a clean nose” astonishes and out-
rages her:

"I AM clean," he said again, without any expres-=
sion on his face or in his volce, just looking at the
woman as if he were looking at a wall. "If Jesus
existed, I wouldn't be clean," he said. (WB, 91) |

Haze clearly has thought a great deal about his choice of un-
belief, and‘the very insistence of his assertion signals

that he is not yet comfortable--1it 38 half statement, half
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plea, a sense of 1t that is rein@érced later, in the zoo,
when he repeats it to the.ono open and unblinking eye of an
owl. Both instances are comic, to be sure, but we don't
laugh comfortably--the apparent grotesquerie does no£ dai-
minish the anguish of Haze Motes, and.in his suffering we
see reflected the painful struggles the problems of belief

present to us all.

When they arrive at the mummy's case, Enoch proudly
shows Haze the naked yellow thing, drawing his attention (in
"g church whisper") to the typed card that "says he was once

as tall as you or me., Some A-rabs did it to him in six

months,"

All he could tell was that Hazel Motes's eyes were
on the shrunken man. He was bent forward so that his
face was reflected on the glass top of the case. The
reflection was pale and the eyes were like two clean .
bullet holes. Enoch waited, rigid. He | ,ggz=’g=:?‘;
in the hall. Oh Jesus, Jesus, he prayed, lét NPTy
up and do whatever he's going to do! The women with
two little boys came in the door. She had one by each
hand, and she was grimning. Hazel Motes had not raised
his eyes once from the shrunken man. The woman came
toward them. She stopped on the other side of the case
and looked down into it and the reflection of her face
appeared grinning on the glass, over Hagel Motes's.

She snickered and put two fingers in front of her
teeth, The little boys' faces were like pans set on
either side to cetch the grins that overflowed from her.
When Hage saw her face on the glass, his neck jerked
back and he made a noise., It might have come from the
man inside the case. In a second Enoch knew it had.
"yaitl" he screamed, and tore out of the room after
Hazel Motes. (WB, 98-99)

At first entranced by the mummy, Haze 1s made suddenly aware

of what it means by the leering woman; his noise comes from

the mummy because it is a cry for the plight of humankind.
When Enoch catches Haze, he-is exa}ted because he has
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again misunderstood what qoved Hq?o, and is unable to stand
on his own power. Haze shakes him to learn the blind
preacher!'s address, which Enoch in his excitement cannot
remember. Haze drops him to the ground and knocks him un-
conscious with a rock. It is a matter of days before he sees
Haze again, but the experience has so excited him that while
Haze is preaching the gospel of his new anti-church church,
Enoch undergoes his own comic version of Haze's struggle.
Almost wholly without volition, directed solely by his "wise
blood," he prepares his room, and particularly a small "ta-
bernacle-1like" washstand, to receive some "mystery." For a
time, he, like Haze, resists the urging of the inner force--
chiefly because "he didn't want to be always having to do
something that something else wanted him to do, that he did-
n't know what it was and that was always dangerous" (WB, 135).
Answering only to his sense of the wisdom of his blood when
he does respond to anything intangible, Enoch camnot find
his authentic being, in Marcel's terms; he 1s alienated from
his true self, and when his emotlional rebellion is quelled,
his pathway leads him deeper into error. As 18 appropriate
for someone who is acting almost completely by instinct, '
Enoch is increasingly described in terms of the animal image-
ry which from the beginning has been associated with him.
Hence, "he would find himself doing this or that, like a bird
finds itself building a nest when it hasn't actually been
planning to" (WB, 129), and later, he walked down the street
"gs if he were led . . . by one of those whistles that only
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dogs hear" (WB, 139).

The silent whistle leads him to Haze preaching from the
nose of his Essex, and Enoch's "heart began to slam fraom side
to side like a wild bell clapper." Haze's speech rings with

irony:

"If you had been redeemed," Hazel Motes was shout-
ing, "you would care about redemption but you don't.
Look inside yourselves and see if you hadn't rather it
wasn't if it was. There's no peace for the redeemed,"
he shouted, "and I preach peace. I vpreach the Church
without Christ, the church peaceful and satisfied!l"

(WB, 140)
"I,ook at mel" Hazel Motes cried, with a tare in
his throat, "and you look at a peaceful man! Peaceful
because my blood has set me free. Take counsel from
your blood and come into the Church Without Christ and
maybe somebody will bring us a new jesus and we'll all
be saved by the sight of himt" (WB, 1hl)
He is of course basing his position upon his own dim aware-
ness of the need for intense experience--his own experience
brought him to reject Christ, and the unconcern of the 're-
deemed! troubles him because 1t bespeaks a lack of such
proof. But also ironically, his doctrines aimed at releas-
ing man from uncertainty about man's relationship with God
are preached with such vehement energy that it is clear that
he is still wrestling, and is far from being the peaceful man
he claims to be. His concern suggests that those who pass
1dly by are indeed less concerned--an ironic proof of his
. point. His appeal to the blood represents his own answer to '
the call of the phenomenal world; his blood is that of his
faithless father, who would have been eager to enter his cof-

fin had it contained a naked woman as did the coffin at the

carnival. But that he has to speak at all shows hls concern,
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end his doing it from the top of his car as his grandfather
had dons figures his spiritual heritage. Thus a nmlf.iplici-
ty of paradoxes gives us the image of his intense inner ;,
struggle, which is of the spirit against the blood. We see
in him, ironically, the image of man endeavoring to trans-
cend the absurd in the world, and, at another level, he cap~-
tures the whole force of the human suffering inflicted by
Southern fundamentalism's perversion of Christianity. He 1is
human, Enoch is animal.

Enoch's blood, the "wise blood" that he must justify, is
the criminal and irresponsible blood of his father, whom he
fears and idoliges. If he feels awe, it is for the workings
of this instinctual force, and encountering the preaching
Haze resolves all his doubts concerning the latest project
of his blood. At least as literal-minded as Haze, and pre-
occupied with forms rather than ideas, he hears Haze's words
as appeal which his blood has appointed him to answer; he
brings Haze the mumny, stolen from the MVSEVM, to be the
"new jesus."

He doesn't bring it right away. First he places it in
his washstand "ark," and awaits what he expects to be Yone
of the supreme moments in his life." The mummy makes .him
sneeze. Disillusioned, he takes the mummy to Haze; "So far
as he was now concerned, one Jjesus was as bad as another"
(H_Q, 176). On the way, & poster advertlising the appearance,
in person, of "GONGA! Glant Jungle Monarch and a Great .Star!"
arrests him. As his own animality has been thrown into re- |
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lief in the paét by the awe and hp.trod he feels for animals
like those in the zoo and the moose in the picture on his
wall, so now "To his mind, an opportunity to insult a suc-
cessful ape came from the hand of Providence. He suddenly
regained all his reverence for the new jesus, He saw that
he was going to be rewarded after all and have the supreme
moment he had expected" (WB, 178). What ensues ironically
reverses Haze's waiting for a sign when he performed his
youthful penance; looking only to the things of this worid
for a response, Enoch gets 1it, and the response is very much
of this world. He does not insult the gorilla, but grasps
the creature's extended hand--the first "warm and soft" hand
offered him since his arrival in Taulkinham--and begins to
starmer his 1life story, thinking he has found the objJect of
his long search. But:

The star leaned slightly forward and a change came
in his eyes: an ugly pair of human ones moved closer
and squinted at Enoch from behind the celluloid pair.
"You go to hell," a surly voice inside the:.ape sult
said, low but distinctly, and the hand was Jerked
avay. (WB, 182) '

What he had expected to be a sublime moment turns to one of
supreme humiliation, and he runs to complete his miasion.
Enoch hands the mummy to Sabbath Lily Hawks, the blind
preacher's ugly daughter with whom Haze is staying and who
cannot restrain her childlike curiosity. She opens the par-
cel before taking it to Hage. Haze, who has developed during
the night & "herd hollow cough"--suggestive of his spiritual
consumption--had been sleeping, but was awakened by the door

slamming after Enoch to the descision that he would move to
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another city to escape the oonfl{ét lnﬁnting within him,
Starting to pack, he finds the long-forgotten glasses that
had belonged to his mother. They are the counterpart of the
"gray leather pouch" (suggestive of a acfotum) that Enoch
treasures as the only possession of his father's that he
owns, except that these glasses evoke the mother's religlous
vision that Haze has been trying to repudiate. He puts them
on and sees dimly in the mirror his mother's face in his own
image; as he moves to take them off, his motherts face is re-
placed by the grotesque image of motherhood presented by
Sabbath Lily cradling the "new jesus" in her arms. She calls
herself "Mbﬁha," and addresses the mummy about his "daddy,"
--Hage-+evoking her own sterility and horrifying Haze, who
grabs the murmy and throws both it and the glasses out a ‘
door giving onto & nonexistent fire escape. Rain, falling,
like grace, on good and bad alike, splatters him as he furi-
ously denies Sabbath Lily's accusation that he wants "noth-
ing but Jesus!" As he shouts his plan to go elsewhere to
"preach the truth. The Church Without Christi", he is in-
terrupted by a cough--"not much of a cough--it sounded like
a little yell for help at the bottom of a canyon--but the
color and the expression drained out of his face until it
was as straight and blank as the rain falling down behind
him" (WB, 188-89). The tugging of his spiritual heritage
will not be ignored, and becomes a more potent motivating
force when Haze is faced by the animality of Enoch and Sab-
bath Lily.
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Enoch's last appearance in ﬁﬁe novel prefigures the
crisis in Haze's struggle; Because his has been an essen-
tially one-dimensional search for a mysterious fulfillment,
guided only by instinct and feeling and without apprecliable
tension, Enoch's progress has been the regressive parallel
to Haze's. He is still trying to better his condition--his
human condition, as opposed to his spiritual, and in the
" process falls inevitably to bestiality. He still expects a
literal reward from the "new jesus," an "honor" that he
fears "he might have to snatch . . . instead of receive"
(WB, 192); "This was the virtus of Hope, which was made up,
in Enoch, of two parts suspicion and one part lust" (WB,
191); Enoch is the figure of man dependent upon his unaided
reason and his physical senses, The comic strips that he
"read . . o OVOry mbrning like an office" lead him to his
inspiration. Seeing an announcement of the appearance of
Gonga at another theater, he says with "a look of awakening
e o o 'I know what I want,'" and strides forth to take over
the gorilla suit, thereby finding the friendship he has been
seeking, Comically he finishes off his own grotesquely re-
versed evolution by violently stealing the suit, donning 1t
happl ly, growling and extending his paw in parody of the
gesture of friendliness. "No gorilla in existence . . . was
happier at that moment thah this one, whose god had finally
rewarded 1t" (WB, 197;98). But the reward is expectably emp-
ty; when the first people "it"--for the dictlon of the pas-

sage reflect's Enoch's regression--attempts to shake hands
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with retreat in fear, Enoqhéturnqﬂpape is left staring a-
cross the valley at the skyline of the city which had been
the sterile source of "its" meaning and "its" ruin.

The pattern of these events and_ the significance that
has been attached to them will show how Enoch's story is not
an unresolved subplot but central to the action if Enoch is
understood to be a reduction and inversion of Haze. Having
- never had an Eastrod, Enoch has never had a spiritual home;
he denied himself the opportunity to have one when he Wrong-
1y chose to flee his foster mother's house, Enoch and Haze
embody the same qualities, but the emphases are reversed,
and it is because of this that Enoch serves effectively as
the measure of Haze's magnitude as well as ﬁroviding a pro-
pellant force in Hagze's movement toward rodemptiorg7 Enoch
always trusts himself, his "wise blood," which Haze is never
fully able to do, and his attempt to lead Haze by the light
of those prompt;nga of his own animalistic and suspiclous
nature is a reduction of Haze's attempt'to persuade himself
that Jesus does not merit belief. Enoch's d;nial of the op-
portunity for spiritual vetterment (for which, as a man, he
had the capacity, because that is the gifi of free will; his
spiritual promptings are clearly manifested in his ritgala
and in his attraction to Haze) when he left his foster home
leads inevitably to his ruin. Thus his regression to the
ape in men results from his choice of the body over spirit,
or perhaps more orecisely from his preferring the things of
this world. So it is that he goes off to become a gorilla,
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a spiritual suicide, deprived of the benefit of free will--
alive as an animal, he is dead as a man.

When Sabbath Lily Hawks receives the mummy from Enoch's
hands she also assumes his function in moving Haze towards
the resolution of his conflict, having shared the role with
Enoch for some time. The words sho.flipga at Haze, that he
"wants nothing but Jesus,' are like Enochis offering of the
mumy in that they are another way of thwarting his realiza-
tion of his authentic self. Sabbath Lily, however, is an
1ntenaificaticn of the temptation Enoch represents., Whereas
Enoch's "new jesus" may be seen as a misguided way of bring-
ing spiritual yearning into harmony with the knowable world,
Sabbath Lily's efforts are mélicioua. fﬁe umitigated voice
of evil, she is éhroughout the novel a consclious temptress,
intuiting the truth about Haze and_trying to use it against
‘him. It is chiefly through her failures and the nature of
what happens when she succeeds in seducing Haze that ahe_has
come to sense the truth that Jesus is all Haze wants, Thus
at the time that we see her function merging with Enoch's we
have to see it also merging with that of her father, Asa
Hawks, the not-really-blind preacher Haze had encountered on
the night he met Enoch. Asa is of course the comlc grotesque
of the traditional blind seer, here become the sighted but
masked streetcorner prophet, the honest man who knows the
truth become the dishonest huckster of-cheapenad religion,
whose only honest words in the hovel are those in which he

pronounces the truth he sees in Haze Motes. When his per-
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verse daughter takes over his ro%é as well as that of Enéch,
she becomes the means of figuring forth the conflict of rea-
son-seen-as-physical and spirit-seen-as-religion that is
tearing Haze apart, and the merger of roles heightens the
tension to such a point that Hage is driven away--to his sale-
vation.

Hagze first saw Asa and sﬁbbath Lily when the preacher
interrupted the potgto-peeler vendor's spiel wlith the sugges-
tion that those around might buy rellef from h;a preaching:

e « « "Help a blind preacher. If you won't repent,

give up a nickel, I can use it as good as you. Help

a blind unemployed preacher. Wouldn't you rather hear

me beg than preach? Come on and give me a nickel if

you won't repent.* (WB, 40)
0f course his "wouldn't you rather hear me beg than preach"
is a play on the same theme as Haze's pointing to the uncon-
cern of the redeemed in his later sidewalk preachments. Haze
is fascinated by him, especially by the lines of scars on his
face, and accepts from the girl a pamphlet reminding him by
its title that "Jesus Calls You." He systematically tears
up the pamphlet, but staring after their retreating figures,
he stands "jerking his hands in and out of his pockets as if
he were trying to move forward and backward at the same
time" (WB, L4i3); though Haze rejects the truths Asa is sup-
posed to represent he is pulled by his yearning towards the
possibility of gemuine spirituality he senses in the preacher
(there is at work, of course, the ancient superstition about

the blind man's special ability to see through things).
He senses intensity in Asa Hawks that he does not see in the
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houndlike Enoch who stands at hia side, and he is correspond-
ingly as attracted to Asa as he is repelled by Enoch.

When Haze and Enoch catch up to the old man and his
daughter, after they were stopped for missing the light,
Haze vehemently asserts his belief in nothlng, even as the
preacher's fascination takes hold of him with a grip as
strong as the old man's on his arm. Asa tells Haze to re-
- pent and hand out tracts, and when Haze jerks his arm to get
away, "he only pulled the blind man nearer." Insisting upon
his cleanliness while the blind man accuses him of fornica-
tion, blasphemy, "and what else?", Haze tries to pry Asa's
fingers away while asserting that "If I was in sin I was in
it before I ever committed any. There's no change come in
me . . « I don't believe in sin.," Flatly, mockingly, Asa
repeats over and over, "Jesus loves you" (WB, 53), and there
follows the argument in which Asa asserts that he sees more
than Haze does. Ironically, he does; Haze 1s unable to es-
cape the categories of his Christian upbringing, and his
thoughts "intend meaning," as Marcel would say, which leads
him ineluctably to belief in Jesus as the revelation of God.

But Haze is not immediately ready to deny his under-
standing of his own experience, and his angry response to
the preacher's mockery crystalizes the form of his resistance
to the "urge for Jesus" within him. His public denial of
any connection with the old man evolves into his first oro-
nouncement on the subject of the "church without Jesus Christ
Crucified.” Insensibly he has been spurred by the atrange



faic:lnation of Asa Hawks to count_e'r its influence by public
avowal of disbellzlef; charl'ucteristically. the opposite mean- -
.1ng of his words is contained in them--the very urgency of
his denial measures the depth of his preparedness to belleve
and foreshadows the ugly intensity with which it will crash
in upon him in the end. |

The next morning, after his second night with Mrs,
Leora Watts, Haze acquires the "high rat-colored car" that
is to be his pu;.pit and the éymbol of his struggle to avoid
faith, Typically he oxpressés in the form of a denial the
very heart of his need for the car: "I don't. have to run
from anything because I don't believe in anything" (WB, 76),
which looks forward to his decision to leave Taulkinham to
escape what's happening to him there. The car is the bar-
rier that he comes to hold up betwoeh himself and the possi-
bility of grace, and having forged himself a shield he sal-
lies forth to do battle with his own insistent desire to be-
lieve. But it is amid foreshadowings of his failure to
stave off his confrontation with the limits of his own na-
ture; when he test-drives the car, the lot owner's son sits
hunched like a gargoyle on the board that does for & back
seat muttering over and over, “Sweet Jesus," and comes pitch-
ing forward at the heads of his father and Haze when the
brakes are hit too hard. Later, when Haze is driving on the
highway he sees a boulder on which white letters say, "WOE
TO THE BLASPHEMER AND WHOREMONGER: WILL HELL SWALLOW YOU " .
UP?" Haze stops in the middle of the road, his eyes fixed
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on the bottom words, "Jesus aaveg;' He has an argument with
an angry truck driver‘uho.can't pass the Essex, after which
he drives off, leaving the driver standing in front of the
sign on the boulder (WB, 76). Haze is golng to find BEnoch
at the zoo, but on the way he has given us a foreshadowing
of his becoming a prophet of tﬁo saving grace of Jesus.

Fleeing the MVSEVM, Haze drives until he sees Asa and
the girl in front of their rooming house. He notes the ad-
dress before going to start preaching for his new church,
standing on the nose of the ﬁssex before movie houses., Re-
jected by Mrs. Watts, who "out the top of his hat into an
obscene shape," he still is fascinated by Hawks, and moves
into the same rooming house. He goes immediately to tell
the Hawkses of his presence and the initiation of the new
church, only to be sufprised by Asa's sourness:

Haze had expected a secret welcomo.. He waited,

trying to think of something to say. "what kind of

a preacher are you?" he heard himself murmur, "not

to see if you can save my soul?" The blind man pushed

the door shut in his face. (WB, 108)
Because he assumes Hawks has some speclal source of power
which is connected to the intriguing scars and which he can-
not understand, Haze is confused by the old preacher's
changed attitude, and his unconcern i1f not hoatility toward
the idea of trying to convert Haze from his godloaanaés.
Hage of course does not know that the man is not blind and
that he doesn't believe in anything either.

The. source of Hawks's hostility is his awareness that he

lacks the spiritual strength Haze assumes him to have. He
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sees quothing of himdelf in Haze, but not enough of Haze in
himself. His bitter epithet for Hage--"Goddam Jesus=hog"--
1s his acknowledgment of the force of Haze's spirituality,
the quality immediately apparent to almost everyone but Haze
himself. That this is an inner forgo in Haze, and not a
trick of clothing, is graphically confirmed by his new hat--
a stylish white panama, purchased to replace the preacher!s
hat Leora Watts had ruined, that looks just as "fierce" and
preacher-like as soon as Haze dons it. Asa Hawks has to
contrast this force with his own inner weakness, manifested
first by his inability to blind himself to show the strength
of his faith, and then by his indbility.to publicly acknow=-
ledge that fallure, which has trapped him in a lie that
means & life intolerable to him, He and Haze stand to each
other as paradoxical-doggelg!gger.
| Even before Hawks has shown Haze the first of his two
clippings about his youthful attempt to justify his bellef
in redemption by blinding himself, Hage has determined to
seduce Sabbath Lily, in the belilef that by destroying her
tinnocence' he can ?ersuade the preacher of the seriousness
of his rejection of Christ. It has become & matter of great
import to him that this man he imagines to be a bastion of
religious conviction should be brought down--at least to ac-
lmowledgment of Haze's stand against Christ. The capacity

- for grace creates an attraction that moves the possessor
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but Hawks's clipping sends him to a garage to have his spir-
itual armor tuned up, &s soon as he has made a crude over-
ture by note to Sabbath Lily.

The next day he is almost seduced by Sabbath Lily, a
character of pure degeneracy, in a comic scene presided over
by what has to be taken as suggestiﬁg the watchful presence
of God--the one cloud in a blue sky, "a large blinding white
one with curls and a beard" (WB, 117). The preacher's
daughter, a stowaway in the car, tries persistently to at-
tract Haze, while hs is as persistent in trying to learn
what really interests him--how Hawks achieved the faith Haze
thinks he hns;

Disregarding Haze's questibns, Snbﬁath gives an account
of her own effort to get advice from a newspaper columnist
nemed "Mary Brittle." The reply she recelved (a reminder
that O'Connor was a fan of Nathanael West) and quotes to
'Haze introduces a telling note:

. « « "'Dear Sabbath, Light necking is acceptable, but
I think your real problem ia one of adjustment to the
modern world. Perhaps you ought to re-examine your
religious values to see if they meet your needs in Life.
A religious experience can be a beautiful addition to
living if you put it in the proper perspective and do
not let it warf you. Read some books on Ethical Cul-
ture.'” (WB, 119

The patness of this reply 1is even more absurd than Sabbath's
letter that evoked it. It bespeakﬁ a complete unawareness of
the realities of life for such as Haze Motes and Sabbath Lily
Hawks. And again we are forced to acknowledge, whatever our

convictions or inclinations, that "religious experience" can-
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not be simply an "addition" to life, especially if it is re-
duced to the bookish abstractions of "Ethical Culture." The
letter makes the 1life of a man like Haze seem far less "warf-
ed" than the lives--whose details are much less apparently
absurd than the details of his--of those to whom this letter
might speak. If grace and_the grotbaque are both capable of
producing sudden awe-inspiring intimations of the nature of
divinity, so does the satiric grotesque force upon us equal-
ly unexpected and eye-opening intimations of the absurd and
and demonic lurking about us unrecognized.

Sabbath Lily fails to seduce Haze, but not before she
has forced upon him his first problem in doctrinal interpre-
tation--the question of her status within his new church,
since she 1s a bastard child, Much of the humor of the
scene lies in the unsubtle ways in which both characters try
to accomplish their aims, and, of course, in the reversal of
"roles. There is great subtlety in another kind of role re-
versal in the scene, hoﬁever. After they have been in the
fleld for a time, Haze suddenly remembers the Essex and
wants to return to 1t, Sahbath.has‘momentarily hidden be-

hind a tree:

"I see you," a voice said from behind the tree.

He walked off quickly in the opposite direction
toward the car. The jubilant expression on the face
{hat igoked from around the tree, flattened. (WB,
23=2

On the literal level this is of course only Sabbath Lily in
a coy effort to attract Haze. We are reminded, however, by

the image and the attribution of the speech and gesture to
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"a voice" and "the face" 1nstead_6r the girl, of that ragged
figure moving from tree to tree in the back of Haze's mind.
Sabbath Lily Hawks calls Haze to sin, but the figure of Je-
sus in his mind calls him away--just as his spoken answer to
her doctrinal question had been that a bastard was the same
as anyone else in his church, but "The thing in his mind
sald that the truth didn't contradict itself and that a bas-
tard couldn't be saved in the Church Without Christ" (WB,
122). He has made the Essex his spiritual armor--a typlcal
projection in the grotesque mode--and his concern for it is
too strong a distraction to allow Sabbath Lily to attract
him. There's a chink in the armor, however; the car won't
start. - Nonetheless, it is still sufficient unto the need
thereof--though Haze and Sabbath Lily drive off to a repalr-
man's dour (and ironically prophetic) "Some things'll get
some folks somewheres" (WB, 127), they do get away before
Haze is seduced by the figure of evil, and "The blinding
white cloud had turned into a bird with long thin wings and
was disappearing in the opposite direction"--the Holy Spirit
has prevailed.

Haze returns to the business of his new church, troubled
by the growing tension among the influences acting upon him
and the failure of his new doctrines to attract any rbllow-
ers except, briefly, a "lapsed Catholic" who wanted an ex-
perienced guide for his first visiﬁ to a whorehouse--Haze
thinks of himself as wasting half an evening sinning for the
sake of proving that he did not believe in sin. Then a
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‘diaciﬁla" appéara in the person of "Onnie Jay Holy," a man
with "an honest look that fitted into his face like a set of
false teeth" (WB, 148). "Holy," whose name 1s really Hoover
Shoats (yet another name suggestive of animality), provides
another glimpse of the demonic absu?d. A con man, he has
for three years conducted a radio program called "Soulsease,
a quarter hour of Mood, Melody, and Mentality" (WB, 156). He
is attracted tb Haze's doctrines, not because of their in-
tensity but bgcause they suggest to him a basis for a clever
racket. Like Enoch but unlike Asa, Shoats assumes that the
"new jesus" is a literal being, one who would be "more up«to-
date"; he offers his services as an “aryist-type" to give the
jdea "a little promotion." All this is absurd enough at the
surface level, but it serves the purposes of the grotesque
by summoning up a demoﬁ in its forceful demonstration that
"peeping it sweet" does indeed attract converts--or custom-
ers--the unthinking Molly Bee Hitehcocks ‘and misguided and
narrow Mrs. Turpins of this world. Shoats offers the cus-
tomer what he wants--nothing of mystery or power of fascina-
tion, nothing to confront, but only what is comforting and
comprehensible and down-to-earth, even if it does cost &
dollar "to unlock that little rose of sweetness inside you!l"
(WB, 153). He draws a crowd.

Haze is quick to recognize that Shoats "aintt true,"
but his impassioned protests cgnnot prevalil before the con
man's "winning smile" (WB, 152). Haze's efforts to leave
are foiled by the car, which will not start properly, but
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only jerks back and forth as did _ﬁazo'a hands in his pockets
after his first encounter with Hawks. He wastes no time in
dismissing Shoats, however, assuring him that the "new .jesus"
is not literal but metaphoric: "It wasn't nothing but a way
to say a thing." Shoats classes Haze with "innerleckchuls,"
who "don't never have nothing to show for what you're say-
ing" (wWB, 158-59).

Afraid to leave the recalcitrant Essex, Haze spends the
night in it and has another dream. In 1%,

e« o« o he dreamed he was not dead but only buried. He
was not waiting on the Judgment because there was no
Judgment, he was waiting on nothing. Various eyes
looked through the back oval window at his situation,
some with considerable reverence, like the boy from
the zoo, and some only to see what they could see.
Thare were three women with paper sacks who looked at
him eritically as if he were something--a piece of
fish--they might buy, but they passed on after a min-
ute. A man in a canvas hat looked in and .put his
thumb to his nose and wiggled his fingers. Then &
woman with two 1little boys on either side of her stop-
ped and looked in, grimning. After a second, she
pushed the boys out of view and indicated that she
would climb in and keep him company for a while, but
she couldn't get through the glass and finally she
went off. All this time Haze was bent on getting out
but since there was no use to try, he didn't make any
move one way or the other, He kept expecting Hawks
to appear at the oval window with a wrench, but the
blind maen didn't come., (WB, 160-61)

Hoover Shoats has produced this dream by invoking

. daze's private demon--his fear that there is nothing at“ter
déath and no meaning in the world. Ironically, Haze the
grotesque character has been functioning like the creator of
grotesques; in creating his Church Without Christ as an af-
firmation of his belief in nothing, he has been calling

forth his demon to subdue its power over him, Shoats's
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foroing him to see his new r‘eligi.o-n as o hollow device that
requ:l.res no conviction and that his “"new jesus" was only "a
way to say a thing" has made him aware in the dim reaches of
his mind that the thing it says is nothing. The Essex, like
the sleeping-car berth, takes on demonic power and becomes
his coffin, making him identify himself not only with his
dead in Eastrod but with the murmy in the glass case (his
most profound motivation for throwing the mummy away later)

'--and the woman who looked over his shoulder at the MVSEVM

becomes a Sabbath Lily who cannot get to him. Wanting mean-
ing, he expects to be rescued by his image of religious
strength, Hawks, who doesn't come but leaves him there like
& plece of fish,

Shoats is gone when Haze wakes up at midnight, and the
moral armor works--the Essex starts right up and rolls qui-
etly home, where Haze picks the lock on the door of Hawks's
m and approaches the sleeping preacher's bed. By the
ligbt of a match. the wakened Hawks stares into his eyes,
and Haze, who had missed the significance of Sabbath's bas-
tardy and degeneracy, has found 6ut Asa Hawks., Hawks's eyes
pierce his moral armor; Haze's will to believe had been
brought to & high tide by the ugly dream end 1t had ca_rried
him to Hawks's bedside where he finds a "deeper blankness" "
instead of the meaning he had expected. The next morning he
18 back in front of the Odeon, but there's no "new jesus" in

his sermon. His speech is an explicit parody of atheistic
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existentialism:

"I preach there are all kinds of truth, your
truth and somebody elsets, but behind all of them,
there's only one truth and that is that there's no
truth," he called. "No truth behind all truths is
what I and this church preach! Where you come from is
gone, where you thought you were going to never was
there, and where you are is no good unless you can get
away from it. Where .is there a place for you to be?
No place. -

"Nothing outside you can give you any place," he
said. "You needn't to look at the sky because it's not
going to open up and show no place behind it. You
needn't to search for any hole in the ground to look
through into somewhere else, You can't go neither for-
wards nor backwards into your daddy's time nor your
children's if you have them, In yourself right now is
all the place you've got. If there was any Fall, look
there, if there was any Redemption, look there, and ir
you expect any Judgment, look there, because they all
three will have to be in your time and your body and
where in your time and your body can they be?

"Where in your time and your body has Jesus re-
deemed you? . . o Show me where because I don't see the
place, If there was a place where Jesus had redeemed
you that would be the place for you to be, but which of
you can find 1t?" (WB, 165-66)

It's a kind of poor man's summary of Sartrets Being and

Nothingness and Nausea together, including even the view of

history and science as well as the assertion of the primacy
of the self. The parody is ironic, because thp sermon tells
us exactly what it is that Haze has to see through to become
a "realist of distances"; he must come to know God without
empirical evidence for His existence. As Marcel puts it,
the evidence for God is to be found within.

The sermon is the nadir in Haze's struggle, and just as
Hoover Shoats led him to it, now he appears to lead him away.
He arrives in a high rat-colored car and has with him a man‘

in & white hat and a glare-blue suit who is Haze's exact
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double. Haze thinks the man an %llusion, end was so struck
with how gaunt and thin he looked in the illusion that he
stopped preaching. The disgruntled huckster, Shoats,rpad
found the double and set up in business preaching the "Holy
Church of Christ Without Christ," with himself as guitar-
playing front man. The last words of Haze's sermon had been
"Your conscience 1s a trick . . . it don't exist . . . and
if you think it does, you had best get it out in the open
and hunt it down and kill it, because it's no more than your
face in the mirror is or your shadow behind you" (WB, 166);
now he is shocked to see himself committing yesterday's sin
--preaching the Church Without Christ. Amazed by the embodi-
ment of his conscience in Solace Layfield, the "True Proph-
et," Haze retreats to his room.

Sabbath Lily is there, abandoned by her father after
Hage's intrusion of the night before., She offers him a
repulsive invitation to sin:

"Iigten . . . from the minute I set eyes on you I sald

to myself, that's what I got to have, just give me

some of him! I said look at those pee-can eyes and go

crazy girll That innocent look don't hide a thing,

he's just pure filthy right down to the guts, like me,

The only difference is I like being that way and he

don't., Yes siri" she said. "I like being that way,

and I can teach you how to like it. Don't you want to
learn how to like 1t?" (WB, 169) :
Haze looks at her "homely little face with bright green eyes
and a grin" before he replies: "Yeah," he sald with no
change in his stony expression, "I want to." With her urg-
ing him to haste, he removes all but his pants and hat and

slides under the cover, to sit there "as if he were walting
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to remember one more thing":

She was breathing very guickly. "Take off your
hat, king of the beasts,”™ she said gruffly and her
hand came up behind his head and snatched the hat off
;?g)sent it flying across the room in the dark. (WB,
But the devil incarnate in Sabbath Lily hasn't won; it

is during the'night that he develops the little cough and
makes the decision to go elsewhere to preach. He packs

" without touching the Bible in his bag--moving back up through
sin toward his salvation, he offers at this point only his
keeping the Bible as evidence of his will to believe. He
finds, while. packing, his mother's glasses, and things be~
gin to move very rapidly, with the arrival of the mummy.
After he throws the mummy out, he tells Sabbath he's leaving
as soon as he gets some sleep, to which she responds, "You
ain't going to get none"™ (WB, 189). ‘

"It is at this point that Enoch's ruin comes and sets us
up for what happens to Hize. while Enoch, who represents the
wrong choice in the exercise of free will, is reduced to the
condition of an animal, Haze Motes, in his "backward trek to-
ward Bethlehem," steadily approaches salvation. He 18 of
course fleeing that, and as a part of the flight he must make
the final gesture of rejection of the conscience that had
been formed by the religious vision of his mother--as he had
said in his last sermon, he had to kill it. 8o he sets out
to find his double, Solace Layfield. Layfield, the "Trae

Prophet," as Shoats calls him, is another paradoxical dop-
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pglgggggg to Haze, and has taken over the seer's role from
Asa Hawks., Having followed Layfield out of town, Haze stops
him on a lonely road and reveals that he sees in Layfield
what others have seen in Haze himself: "You ain't true,"
Haze sald. "You believe in Jesus" (WB, 203). Forcing Lay-
field to strip off the blue suit while running in front of
the Essex, Haze runs him over and then gets out of the car
to go up to the dying man, who forces him to hear his confes-
sion. Layfield, no less than Mrs. Leora Watts or the .
Hawkses, récogniges Haze's true vocation. Haze's mufder of
Solace Layfield is the culmination of a series of acts--such
as his progressively more forceful rejection of his counter-
part, Enoch--which are the inverse of cﬁristian charity. On
the other hand, it also embodies that charity, slbeit umwil-
lingly. The ability .to reject grace increases as the need
'to accept it 1s strengthened; hence this act conveys the
tension that is so important 1n‘bqth.chrietian.existentigl-
ism and the grotesque., Haze's response to Layfield's dﬁing
cry, "Jesus hep me," is to slap him on the back, finishing
the prophet off and expresaing-his ultimate rejection of
Jesus. The total despair embodied in the gesture is what
opens up the way to ultimate acceptance of Christian truth,
as it would for the Christian existentialist, for authentic
faith can only result from the intense personal struggle be-
tween the felt inner need to believe and the will to reject

belief, and grace can only be fecOgnizod and accepted by
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those who mist fight it to lkmow 1ts worth. At the same times,
this act of murder is an alienating and terrifying one, yet
we are forced to recognize in it a charitable quality; un-
wittingly, Haze has forced his double to confront his own
sins, to expressly acknowledge them, and to utter a finsl
prayer for mercy through the intercession of Jesus. Haze
ha# enabled Solace'!s salvation; his sla§ 1s not the death
blow but the slap at birth; it brings the breath of eternal
life to Solace, reborn 1nfo God's grace. The world--the
knowable world--is absurd, and the influence of the divine
1a.man1fested in strange and incomprehensible ways.

To Haze's mind, however, the murder of his Prophet-con-
science 13 simply the last act he must accomplish before
leaving Taulkinham, Having completed this act of rejection
and seen to another tune-up for his badly run-down car, Haze
leaves Sabbath Lily and Taulkinham behind him anh sets out
the next morning to find a new city in which to preach.
After a while, however, "He had the sense that he was not
gaining ground . . « that the road was really slipping back
under him. He had known all along that there was no more
country but he didn't know that there was not another city"
(WB, 207). The sense of spiritual mobility for which he had
depended upon the car 1s betraying itself. He 1is stopped by
a patrolman, who, upon learning that Haze 1s unlicensed to
drive the unsafe old junkheap, has him drive it up over the
crest of a hill, maneuver it arouﬂd, and get out "so he can

gee better." Then the patrolman pushes the car over the em-
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bankment. For the first time since he began his crusade,
Haze is without his means of escape from the confrontation

that has been catching up with him,

Haze stood for a few minutes, loéking over at the
scene, His face seemed to reflect the entire distance
across the clearing and on beyond, the entire diatance
that extended from his eyes to the blank sky that went
on, depth after depth, into space. His knees bent un-
der him and he sat down on the edge of the embankment
with his feet hanging over. (WB, 209)

This is Haze's moment of grace. Not the "uneven skyline" of
the city that Enoch saw and that embodies all the absurdity
of human life, but the reality of distance, a vision of the
1n£1n1te that extends through earthly absurdity to the awve-
inspiring recognition of something beyond the self, something
that reveals itself with cosmic irony through the vista of
gray nothingness. Haze has finally met with the source of
true meaning, which is mysterious, and he accepts its pres-
ence in his 1life. There is now no need to run éway, no
place to run to--the prophetic irony of his last sermonl--
and Haze returns homs to do the thing he had thought his
one-time image of spiritual strength had done. He pur~
chases a bucket and a sack of quicklime and blinds himself.
Like Oedious, he blinds himself that he might see--and bear
always the mark of his former blindness, which mark Oedipus
expected to strike fear and awe into the minds of men. Such
is the effect of Haze's blindneas on Mrs,. Flood, his land-
lady.

" The grotesque forces us to confront the relative nature

of sbsurdity, and in the conclusion of Wise Blood O'Connor
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accomplishes this with Mrs. Flood. She is a figure of apal-
ling self-satisfaction and hypocrisy. The horror of Haze's
acts of penance--blinding himself, wearing barbed wire a-
round his chest, and'agdin walking on rock; and bits of glass
in his shoes--seems to pale before her complacency and ava-
rice, which underscores Haze's elevation. Uncomprehending,
she is suspicious. Like almost every other character in the
story, she becomes fascinated with his eyes, which now are
lime-ravaged sockets, but because of the sense that he was

"cheating her in some secret way":

e « o She felt justified in getting anything at all
back that she could, money or anything else, as if she
had once owned the earth and been dispossessed of 1it.

She couldn't look at anything steadily without wanting

1t, and what provoked her most was the thought that

there might be something valuable hidden near her,

something she couldn't see. (WB, 213-1l)

Like all the characters but Layfield at his death and Haze
from the time of his anguished moment of grace, she cannot
see what it is that is valusble in her own house. Haze is
a problem for her instead of a mystery; she initially copes
with it by eppropriating his disability check from the gov-
ernment.

A relationship grows between them. That is, she begins
to look to Haze for more and more, and we see again the in-
sorutable working of the capacity for grace accomplishing
jts task of creating receptivity through the paradoxical
tension of spirituality and 1ts opposite: it 1ls the very

1ack of spirituality in Mrs. Flood, her greed and lﬁﬁk.ot 1

charity, that gradually creates and sustains in hntﬁii "ffgﬂtfijh
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awe before the mysteriousness of his strange existence. In-
creasingly, he preoccupies her. Her ability to understand
falls far short of its object, however; she is limited and
literal-minded, inquiring what Haze has to show for "paying"
by walking on rocks, and assuming when he expresses the
heart of his new vision--"I am not clean"--that he refers to
the blood he leaves on the sheets.

She comes to value him because of her growing sense of
his cormunion with mysterious forces. "Watching his face
had become a habit with her; she wanted to penetrate the
darkness behind it and see for herself what was there® (WB,
225); she has become the ironic reversal of Haze himself
earlier in the story--trying to see throﬁgh blind eyes to
meaning: where he saw from spirituality and wanted to pene-
trate Asa's false blindness because of 1t, she sees from
spiritual emptiness and wants to penetrate a true blindness
'bacause of it. Where once she had thought to marry him and
have him cormitted for insanity, now she wants to marry him
and keep him,

Mrs. Flood begins to move toward charity. When Haze
disappears, she weeps for him and for herself deprived of
him; even though it defies her comprehension, she recognizes
that he has significance, and she shows the beginnings of
intuitive understanding in her concern that he be there to
lead her in the blindness of her own death:

« s« ¢ She wanted to run ou£ into the rain and cold and

hunt him and find him huddled in some half-sheltered
place and bring him back and say, Mr. Motes, Mr. Motes,
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you can stay here forever, or the two of us will go

where you're going, the two of us will go. She had had

s hard life, without vain and without pleasure, and she

had thought that now that she was coming to the last

part of it, she deserved a friend. If she was going to

be blind when she was dead, who better to guide her

than a blind man? Who better to lead the blind than

the blind, who knew what it was 1like? (WB, 228-29)
After a 1life devoid of intensity, she has been brought to a
sense of anguish by Haze. Her fascination with his mysterl-
ousness has forced her to confront the thought of death, and
she senses that Haze will protect her from dread.

Her recognition is not only incomplete but too late.
Haze is found and returned by two patrolm?ﬁ.who hasten his
death‘by hitting him with a billy. Patpolman have, unwit-
tingly;Jhslped Hagze out of death in life and now into life
in death., As she sits beside his "stern and tranquil“ face,
Mra. Flood expresses charity that is no less significant in
its import for having come too late to its object. His com-
posed expression reveals none of the dissatisfaction that
had so terrified Haze when he saw it in the faces of his
dead family; his knowledge of grace is genmuine, not the re-
sult of perverted Christianity; he accepted the mysterious
nature of God. He had walked out to his death because Mrs.
Flood had sald she couldn't keep climbing to his room and
that they should marry; he cannot remain where his meaning
i1s misunderstood, and his walk to death will help her by
dbringing a measure of anguish. When Haze dies, Mrs. Flood
holds his hand next her heart and looks into his eye sockets
with her eyes closed, trying to see what he sees:

The outline of a skull was plain under his skin and
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the deep burned eye sockets .seemed to lead into the

dark tunnel where he had disappeared. She leaned

closer and closer to his face, looking deep into them,
trying to see how she had been cheated or what had
cheated her, but she couldn't see anything. She shut

her eyes and saw the pin point of light but so far a-

way that she could not hold it steady in her mind, She

felt as if she were blocked at the entrance of some-.
thing. She sat staring with her-eyes shut, into his
eyes, and felt as if she had finally got to the begin-
ning of something she couldn't begin, and she saw him
moving farther and farther away, farther and farther
into the darkness until he was the pin point of light.
~ (wB, 232)
At the beginning Mrs. Hitchcock had looked at Haze's pecan-
like eyes and seen the demonically disturbed spirit; at the
end, Mrs. Flood looks into their gruesome sockets and sees
the peace that we are asked to believe comes with the recog-
nition and acceptance of mystery in the world. Haze 1s not
assumed into the heavens from an Athenian grove, but he dies
as did Oedipus in a resounding affirmation of the necessity
for the intense life lived with integrity as well as of the
existence of God, and his story is a vivid dramatization of
the need for anguish before the individual man in the phe-
nomenal world can accept the divine mystery.

It is clear from this analysis that Wise Blood is a
less than perfect example of a Christian existentialist's
vision communicated neatly through the grotesque mode. The
novel represents the culmination of several years' struggle
with material and style, so that there 13 a confusion of
modes--Stuart L. Burns may be right in suggesting that the
novel was published before it was roadyu--and sometimes the
symbolism is too heavy (witness the cloud at the beginning

and ending of Sabbath Lily's attempted seduction of Haze),
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which 1s a quality that does not obtain in the later fiction.
It might be argued that the novei verges on allegory, that
the lines intendaed to create spiritual motion are too sharp-
ly drawn and exaggerated, so that Haze is too much the mask
and his humility at the end seems more like masochism, Cer-
tainly it is true that the grotesque is hard to sustain for
the length of a novel, as Wise Blood and The Violent Bear It
Away testify in one way and the unfinished novels of Kafka 1n.
another, but here the problem seems chiefly to be uncertain-
ty, as if O'Connor were not yet fully sure of her "true
country," of what her Southern rural experience could be
made to beaﬁ. The personal memoir that constitutes Fitzger-
ald's introduction to the posthumous Everything That Rises
Must Converge gives us some sense of the difficult struggle
she had with the novel, and Burns (in the article previously
cited) provides a careful analysis of the kinds of change
the early stories taken into the novel underwent in the pro-
cess; the changes frequently are dramatically substantial,
and suggest that early concerns with social satire and a
basically Freudian concept of psychological guilt had to be
overcome before she found her way to the pronouncedly moral
and religious subjects and themes best sﬁitod to her vision.
The novel's ending suggests also that she had not yet found
a way to suggest very clearly the way a man could continue
to function in this world after a meaningful religious ex-
perience of the intensity she clearly believed necessary.

However imperfect Wise Blood may.be, it is where she found
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herself, as if the tension of its creation provided the in-

tense experience needed to bring her to comprehension of her

art.

After Wise Blood she made few mistakes, and one judges

she recognized them as such: "The Partridge Festival" and
"Why Do the Heathens Rage"S were not included in Everything
That Rises Must Converge; her dissatisfaction with The Vio-
lent Bear It Away seems to be registered in her rewriting it
a8 "The Lame Shall Enter First." What she learned was that
har vision itself was her overriding subject. Given her
vision, the lesson carried two corollaries--her necessary
theme was man's need to accept the presence of mystery in
the world (certainly Martin's The True Country demonstrates
the omnipresence of this theme in her fiction), and her
vision implied its own structures. Thus she could struc-
turally allude to the Job story in "Revelation" because the
import of that story accords with her own vision, carrying
the same essential burden of meaning (and one need not catch
the allusion to arrive at a fully satisfactory understanding
of "Revelation").

The very first story to appear after the novel and
"Enoch and the Gorilla" makes the point., "A Good Man Is
Hard to Find" is a very simple story with no significant
debt to anything but the cliché itself, as if O'Connor had
decided to accept the saying at its face value and explore
the reason behind its truth., The only condition she imposes
i1s that "man" is to be taken genérically. Then she posits
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& reason--people are salf-centerq&, which.makas them unkind
judges of each other and dissatisfied; unable to see them-
selves clearly, they are vague about the reasons for their
dissatisfaction, though they are smug because they think
they kmow their own natures and everyone else's as well.
The contradiction presents an impasse that implies disaster.
When a man is brought by events to face that impasse, he con-
fronts the mysterious, the existence of which he has aiffi-
culty accepting because the mysterious is not susceptible to
logic. But because it 1s the nature of the mysterious to
assert its pulling power men are ineluctably drawn toward it
and efforts to deny its existence are ludicrous, even pain-
fully so. A man's response to it when he is faced with the
necessity to accept or reject it will determine his ruinaw
tion or salvation. This logic describes a basic view of
man and his condition. It also describes the structure of
"A Good Men Is Hard to Find,"6

The story begins with O!'Connor's characteristic econo-
my. The grandmother is dissatisfied because her son, Balley,
is taking the family to Florida for a vacatlon, whereas she
wants to go to east Tennessee. Her certainty of her own su-
periority comes through very clearly from the start; she
says it would be irmmoral to take the risk of exposing the
family to an encounter with an escaped convict, The Misfit,
thought to be heading toward Florida. Balley makes no re-
sponse, so she turns to his wife ("whose face was as broad

and innocent as a cabbage and was tied ground with a green
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head-Kerchief that had two points on the top like rabbit
ears") and appeals to her sense of responsibility for edu-
cating the children, who have been to Florida and so should
go to east Tennessee "and be broad." Her daughter-in-law
ignores her. Only the two children communicate with anyone,
and they only with each other. Thef join in attacking the
grandmother rudely. In short, everyone 1ln the family 1s
smag and isolated,

The grandmother, who, as the children say, is too a-
frald to miss anything not to go to Florida with them, 1is
the first one reedy the next morning, dressed so that should
there be an accident, "anyone seeing her dead on the highway
would know at once that she was a 1ady"£ but she deliberate-
ly--albeit with mixed motives--disobeys an instruction of
Bailey's: she hides the cat, Pitty Sing, in a basket at her
feet although her son "didn't like to arrive at a motel with
Ia cat." Though she 1is determined,éb have her own way when-
ever she can, her affection for the cat is ggnuine--indeﬁd,
it bespeaks yearnings within her that naturally would arise
with great poignancy within this family. She has a cerfain
sense of mystery that expresses itself in her opinions,
which are largely concerned with opposing forces larger than
herself and defiant to her understanding. She subdues those
forces by laebeling them and convincing herself that her an-
swers are right. Thus she reminds Bailey that he rmst not
exceed the speed limit becauso'patrolmen lurk behind bill-
boards, and when Red Sammy, proprietor of the roadside res-



. 123
taurant-and-garage combination where they take lunch, says
that "A good man is hard to find," she quickly concurs:
He and the grandmother discussed better times.

The old lady said that in her opinion Europe was en-

tirely to blame for the way things were now. She sald

the way Europe acted you would think we were made of
money and Red Sam sald it was no use talking about 1it,
she was exactly right. The children ran outside into
the white sunlight and looked at the monkey in the

lacy chinaberry tree. He was busy catching fleas on

himself and biting each one carefully between his

teeth as if it were a delicacy. ("AGM," 16)

This same general dissatisfaction underlies her desire to
visit east Tennessee, and perhaps is most directly expressed
when a graveyard they pass reminds her of her youthful visit
to a grand Tennessee plantation and of a Mr. Edgar Atkins
Teagarden who had courted her with watermelons in which he
had carved his initials; she hadn't accepted him and he had
died rich because he bought Coca=Cola stock when it was first
issued. All this préya on her mind, and at lunch her eyes

. are very bright when her daughter-in-law plays “The Tenne-
ssee Waltz" on the jukebox. She dances in her chair, but
falls asleep when they are back in the car, awakening "out-
side of Toomsboro" to recall aloud her early visit to the
plantation.

Now the children are not bored by her triviality as
they were before lunch. Her excitement catches them, and
their desire to visit the old house grovws as she talks about
i1t. She capitalizes on their interest by telling them a ro-
mantic tale of a secret panel in the house, and when Bailey

insists they cannot go see it, there ensues a scene of minor



12}
horror in which the children unleash demonic energy, produc-
ing a victory for tﬁe grandmother. From the beginning of
the story, the grandmother's perversity makes us certain she
will bring about an ugly meeting with The Misfit, desplte
her insistence upon the necessity to avold such an event. A
sense of terror is gradually but un}emittingly built up a-
gainst the comic background, and as the grandmother's wishes
take charge of the action the atmosphere becomes increasing-
ly grotesque, nightmarlishly so.

She leads them down an unpaved road, and pink dust

swirls about them. They seem to be on a roller coaster to

disaster: .
The dirt road was hilly and there were sudden washes in
it and sharp curves on dangerous embankments. All at
once they would be on a hill, looking down over the
blue tops of trees for miles around, then the next nine-
ute, they would be in a red depression with the dust-
coated trees looking down on them. ("AGM," 18)

. Bailey threatens to turn around if they don't soom come to

the house, which precipitates the sudden onset of full-scale

horror:

"Igtg not much farther," the grandmother said and
just as she said it, a horrible thought came to her.
The thought was so embarrassing that she turned red in
the face and her eyes dilated and her feet jumped up,
upsetting her valise in the corner. The instant the
valise moved, the newspaper top she had over the basket
under it rose with a snarl and Pitty Sing, the cat,
sprang onto Bailey's shoulder,

The children were thrown to the floor and thelr
mother, clutching the baby, was thrown out the door on-
to the ground; the old lady was thrown into the front
seat. The car turned over once and landed right-side-
up in a gulch off the side of the road. Bailey remain-
ed in the drivert's seat with the cat--gray striped with
a broad white face and an orange nose--clinging to his
neck like a caterpillar. ("AGM," 18-19)
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While the mother sits against a tree with a cut head
and a broken shoulder and a screaming baby in her arms, the
father throws the cat againsé a tree. The grandmother curls
up under the dashboard, hoping she is hurt so Balley will
have to delay his wrath, and remembering that the house she
was leading them to was in Tennessee rather than in Georgia.
The children jump around and scream "iWe've had an ACCIDENT!'
e o « in a frenzy of delight." The little girl notes with
disappointment that nobody has been killed as her grandmoth-
er limps from the car looking absurd in her brokeﬁ hat.

Disaster approaches with grim deliberation:

The road was about ten feet above and they could
see only the tops of the trees on the other side of 1it.
Behind the ditch they were sitting in there were more
woods, tall and dark and deep. In a few minutes they
saw & car some distance away on top of a hill, coming
slowly as if the occupants were watching them. The
grandmother stood up and waved both arms dramatically
to attract their attention. The car continued to come
on slowly, disappeared around a bend and appeared a-
gain, moving even slower, on top of the hill they had
gone over. It was a big black battered hearse-like
automobile. There were three men in it. ("AGM," 20)
One of the men grins loosely and wears a red sweatshirt

with a silver stallion embossed on it, and one wears a hat
that completely hides his face. The third, about whom the
grandmother "had the peculiar feeling that . . . she had
known him all her life but she could not recall who he was,"
is a particularly grim spectacle: |
He was an older man than the other two. His halr was
just beginning to gray and he wore silver-rimmed spec-
tacles that gave him a scholarly look. He had a long
creased -face and didn't have on any shirt or undershirt.

He had on blue jeans that were too tight for him and
was holding a black hat and a gun, The two boys also
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had guns. ("AGM," 21)

The man calmly.ordera people around, while "Behind them
the line of woods gaped like a dark open mouth," and the |
grandmother suddenly recognizes him as The Misfit., The Mis-
fit is pleased to be known, but says it would be better for
then "if you hadn't of reckernized ﬁe." The grandmother
tries to assuage him by assuring him that she knows he 18 a
good man; The Misfit is polite but implacable, and orders
his cohorts to take Bailey and the boy into the woods, Bai-
ley pleads, his eyes "as blue and intense as the parrots in
his shirt,” and the grandmother's hat brim comes off in her
hand as Bailey is led off. Bailey turns, supporting himself
. Wagainst a gray naked pine trunk," and shouts to his mother
that he will return in a minute.

~ She ordera him to return that instant, but that 1is not

to be. As Bailey had said a few moments before, "Nobody re-
alizes what this is." The grandmother has led her family,
herself, and us straight into an absurd and nightmarish
situation that makes the world seem an allen place. Oour
sénse of alienation grows as The Misfit talks of his life
and of his penitentiary service where "a head doctor « « .
said what I had done was kill my daddy but I known that for
a 1ie. My daddy died in nineteen ought nineteen of the epi-
demic flu and I never had a thing to do with 1t" ("AGM," 26)

and in the background ring out the shots that kill Bailey
and his son. The Misfit's companions return with Balley's
shirt, and The Misfit puts 1t on--"The grandmother couldn't
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name what the shirt reminded her of"--and the daughter-in-
law says, "Yes, thank you," when he asks her if she and the
little girl would like to join her husband., He 1s polite,

and insists that his companions be helpful to the woman and
girl,

Alone with The Misfit, the grandmother, terrified, has
difficulty spéaking, and when at last she can speak, she
says only "'Jesus, Jesus,' meaning, Jesus will help you, but

the way she was saying it, it sounded as if she might be cur-
sing": |

"Yes'm," The Misfit said as if he agreed. "Jesus
thrown everything off balance. It was the same case
with Him as with me except He hadn't committed any
cerime and they could prove I had committed one because
they had the papers on me, Of course,” he said, "they
never shown me my papers. That's why I sign myself now.
I saild long ago, you get you a signature and sign every-
thing you do and keep & copy of 1t. Then you'll kmow
what you done and can hold up the crime to the punish-
ment and see do they match and in the end you'll have
scmething to prove you ain't been treated right. I
call myself The Misfit," he sald, "because I can't make
what all I done wrong fit what all I gone through in
punishment."

There was a plercing scream from the woods, fol-
lowed by & pistol report. "Does it seem right to you,
lady, that one is punished a hea and another ain't
punished at all?" ("AGM," 27-28

The old lady pleads for her life against the sound of two
more shots, but as we noted in chapter one, the perspective
has shifted--terrifyingly we recognize something real about
the humen condition that is implicit in his anguish. He of-
fers us no comfort when, in the passage that includes the
shooting of the grandmother, he poses the central problem of
Christian belief, our inability to know whether Christ gave
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us truth. He brings the grandmother face to face with ab-
surdity, forcing her to recognize her limitations, which is
what gives meaning and value to her acceptance of kinship
with him, which is an acknowledgement of kinship with the
fallible human race. She enters into what ﬁarcel describes
as an "I-thou" relationship with him and with us, illuminat-
ed by divine grace.

Thus The Misfit, functioning as the agent of p;ophecy
by which the grandmother is prepared to receive the gift of
grace, is very like the face of Mary Ann, at once absurdly
ugly and full of promise. The Misfit displays ironic integ-
rity in pursuing the course he adopted because he could not
accept the presence of mystery in the world, which is why he
recoils from the grandmother's gesture and shoots her--he 1is
still struggling, which makes him better than she has been,
and it 15 his intense struggle that forces her to accept the
mysterious, which gives her an intimation of the nature of
divine love. He in turn recognizes what has happened, which
is why his "It's no pieaaure in 1ife but meanness' changes
to "It's no real ﬁleasure in 1life"; he has articulated the
problem that mystery offers us but cannot himself accept its
presence. He cannot rise above faith in his own logic. He
i1s 1like Enoch Emory in choosing the knowable world, which is
the wrong choice, and leaves him no pieasure because 1t de-
nies him authentic being--that is the significance of his

"gignature."

The story is funmny--very funny at first, unnarvingly
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funny as we are carried deeper and deeper into an alien world
and find ourselves faced with what Martin calls "the theme of
man's triviality when he appears against the background of
the universe" (IC, 214). We end up squirming; students
reading O'Connor for the first time handle it by accusing
her of a lack of compassion for her characters, of disliking
people. Characteristically O'Connor herself has provided a
direct answer to the charge. She has no patience with com-
passion in the sense in which the students use it, finding
1t associated in literature with the sentimental:

It's considered an absolute necessity these days
for writers to have compassion. Compassion is a word
that sounds good in anybody's mouth and which no book
jacket can do without, It is a quality which no one
cdn put his finger on in any exact critical sense, so
it is always safe for anybody to use. Usually I think
what is meant by it is that the writer excuses all hu-

. man wealkness because human weakness 1s human. The kind
of hagy compassion demanded of the writer now makes it
difficult for him to be anti-anything. Certainly when
the grotesque is used in a legitimate way, the intel-
lectual and moral judgments %mplicit in it will have
the ascendancy over feeling.

Certainly to sympathize with her characters on their own
terms would not blend well with O0'Connort's grotesque vision
nor with the particular nature of her sense of herself as a
prophet in fiction. Hers was not a concern with economic or
social necessities weighing upon man to make his lot misera-
ble, but with finding a way through the misery of his lot to
a truth she saw lying beyond 1t:

Henry James said that Conred in his fiction did
things in the way that took the most doing. I think
the writer of grotesque fiction does them in the way

that takes the least, because in his work distances are
so great. He's looking for one image that will connect
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or combine or embody two poiﬁts; one is a point in the
concrete, and the other is a point not visible to the
naked eye, but believed in by him firmly, just as real
to him, really, as the one that everybody sees.
s o A i i
necessity going to be violent and comic, because of the
discrepancies that it seems to combine. ("GSF," 42-43)
Hers is the larger compassion that beépeaka faith in the best
of human possibilities, and her prophetic mission is to af-
firm that faith,

' Finding her concrete points in ideas that are so much a
part of our lives they scarcely come to our conscious aware-
ness, O'Connor makes us uncomfortable with them by connect-
ing them to the invisible distant point through the mode of
the grotesque, playing upon our recognition of ourselves in
a world at once familiar and alien., The usual psychological
explanation for such humor would agree with the charge the
students raise, claiming that 1t 1s a method for expressing
patred and contempt. Certainly OfConnor hated the conditions
that placed painful and horrible limitations upon her 1life,
and, being human, she suffered. But like the existentialist
she saw through the ugly conditions, recognizing them as at
once the signs pointing to the necessary contingency of hu=-
man existence and the evidence of meaning--precisely because,
as for the Christian existentiallst, to say that a thing 1is
a sign of another thing is to say that there is underlying
meaning. Thus she ascrutinizes the absurd to show how it re-
veals an order beyond, and to show that authentic being, the

acceptance of our true 1dent1ty,.depends upon the acceptance

.
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of mystery. To dramatize the prqéess is an effort to help
man transcend the ugliness of this world, and not only does
what Marcel sees it the philosopher's job to do but does it
in a way akin to one of his chief methods. Demons must be
invoked to draw out the anxietles present in the minds of
every adult, that they may be subdued while we recognize
that the systems we construct to explain our world fall pre-
cisely because they do not allow for the presence of the hu-
manly inexplicable., We have to be shocked into that recog-
nition because we are so complacent in our errors, but the
shock must come within a comic context both because the re-
cognition requires us to see the absurdi ties of our presump-
tuous posturings and because the violence mast be sufficient-
1y mollified that we can survive it and keep the desired
perspective.a

Certain values begin to emerge ffom the fiction. It
1s clear that every man must learn for himself the nature of
human limitation, and come to recognize that it 1is in his
own nature to yearn for something beyond the ugliness of the
inowable world. Following the promptings of that yearning
with integrity and an intensity of commitment that bespeaks
genuine concern about the meaning of this 1life is honopable
even when the nature of the pursuit in itself is unhallowed,
because the pursuit will necessarily bring a man to the
point at which he rmst make a decision that will decide his
fate. More valuable of course is the right decision, the

W
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decision that acknowledges God ap& frees man to participate
in God's world. Faith, hope, and charity will guide the man
who has made this decision, and grow out of the humility he
must have acquired in making the right cholce. He will not
presume to prescribe for others, nor will he presume to know
who will be saved and who dammed, though he will oppose hime
self to evil, Every man must come in his own w&y to his own
recognition, and with the gift of free will every man was
provided the potential to make the right choice, but because
of original sin every man will be drawn away from that choice
toward the phenomenal world and faith in his own reason.
Thus the moment of decision will be violent, and must pro-
duce an intensity of concern and involvement. The position
finds its greatest philosophical affinity in the ideas of
the Catholic Marcel, and while, like him, 0t'Connor has not
worked it out systematically, it gives shape to every story
she wrote. Even her method has an affinity with the phenom-
onology of the Christian existentialist, in giving careful
scrutiny to what man knows with certainty, which inevitably
teaches him what he does not know,

The religious vision is austere, and soﬁe of the stories
in A Good Man Is Hard to Find perhaps, 1f left to themselves,
would make it difficult to see the hopeful affirmatioﬂ the
vision implies. ™A Circle in the Fire," for example, begins
with e depiction of self-righteousness and morbidity and
ends with despair; what has to be understood 1s that the
attitudes and actions are being presented so that they can



133
be understood as the types of deqﬁair, and the prophecy the
story offers is that those who think like Mrs. Cove and her
daughter will end up with a misery like theirs. Unable. to
see that the rich abundance of her farm should give her faith
in God's love, Mrs. Cope is obsessessed by her notion that
she alone has made it successful, and yy morbid fears of
fire and changes in the weather, and even of people--she has
a-sense that something is pursuing her, Something 1s, and
it arrives embodied in young Powell Boyd and his two friends
from Atlanta, whose spiritual hunger for the life-giving
potential of the farm is clear to us but not to Mrs. Cope or
the daughter who takes after her. She sees its signs as
indicatdors of physical hunger, and makes the stinglest of
attempts to satisfy it. Fearful that the boys will destroy
something, she won't even let them ride the horses, and she
doesn't even want them in the barn for fear they will smoke
and set a fire. As her meanness to the boys increases, 80
do their efforts to antagonize her, and the little girl of-
fers the full expression of her mother's impulses in wanting
first to beat them up and then to shoot them. When the girl
sees the boys naked, bathing in a trough and romping joyful-
1y in a clearing in the woods, she 1s beset.by a misery that
comes in part from her recognizing a physical difference be-
tween herself and them and in larger part from the spiritual
difference expressed in the boys'! exuberance, a difference

with which her mother has not prepared her to cope. The
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boys believe that the farm balungg to God and everybody, and
they undertake to punish Mrs. Cope for her fierce protective-
ness by setting fire to the woods. Mrs. Cope can only .look
on, her face revealing a misery that the daughter recognizes
as like her own, as her demonic fear is realized. Justice
is visited upon her, called down by her inability to partic-
jpate in life; unable to love, she can neither hope nor be
charitable.

Similarly, in "A Late Encounter with the Enemy," the
aged General Sash and his grand niece, Sally Poker Sash,
have no authentic identities because they have never cared
about the meaning of anything. The 104-year-old man lives
only as what the world has asked him to be, a representative
of the glory of the Confederate army, a role foisted on him
when a movie received its world premiere in Atlanta (one can-
not escape the idea that the movie was Gone With the Wind)
and its makers wanted a veteran of fhe Civil War among the
dignitaries present. Though he cannot recall the war and
probably was no more than a private, he allows them to make
‘him into General Tennessee Flintrock Sash, and basking in
the worldly .joys attendant upon that occasion, he lives the
rest of his days a museum exhibit. Sally Poker, 62, shares
his limelight, and her only desire is that he live to dis-
tinguish her by his presence on the stage at her college
graduation., He makes it onto the stage, where he becomes
aware that things aren't right--his nephew has to bow for
him--but he can't set things right; the lie that he has been
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will not sustein him, and he dioq.on stage, his hand grip-
ping his sword so tightly he is cut to the bone. After the
ceremony he sits dead in his wheelchalr 1ln front of a coke
machine while his uncaring nephew waits to have his turn and
Sally Poker exults in the success of her big day. Since he
was not concerned about his life, it was meaningless.

In "The Life You Save May Be Your Own," Mr. Shiftlet
is offered as the example of the hypoerite who must face up
to the necessity of examining one's life and changing to
meet the requirements the examination produces. He works
his way into'the good graces of old Lucynell Crater, whose
0ld car he puts into running order snd whose idiot daughter
he marries in order to get possession of the car and as much
as he can of the old lady's nest egg. On what was supposed
to be their honeymoon, he abandons his idiot bride at a
lunch counter. He picks up a hitch-hiker who has run away
from home. Mr. Shiftlet begins to talk of his mother with
tearful sentimentality, which makes the boy angry:

"You go to the devil!" he eried. "My old woman is &

flea bag and yours is a stinking pole cat!" and with

that he flung the door open and gumped out with his

suitcase into the ditch. (AGM, 67)
Feeling the encroachment of the world's rottenness, Shiftlet
calls upon the Lord to "Break forth and wash the slime - from
this earth!" The Lord complies; a cyclone funnel chases Mr.
Shiftlet into Mobile, pelted by "fantastic raindrops, llke
tin-can tops."

Ruby Hill, of "A Stroke of Good Fortune," thinks she
can stay youthful and even dofeat'death if she does not have
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a baby; as she understands it, her mother'!s unhappiness and
early death resulted from hnving.too many children, and
babies are waiting "out there" ready to take a woman's.life
before they are even born. Having moved to the city with
a trucker husband who makes good money, she thinks herself
superior to her sisters who "married from around" their
rural home. Her brother Rufus, recently home from the army,
is staying with the Hills, and his insistence upon having
collard greens, which she no longer eats, points to her de-
nial of her human heritage at the same time that it presents
the occasion for her being obliged to accept it. Coming
back from bﬁying the greens, she has difficulty getting up
the many flights of stairs to her apartment, and blames it
upon an imagined heart condition. At the same time, she is
concerned about her_growing portliness, but contents herself
with the idea th&at her husband likes her plump and it has
nothing to do with her problem on the stairs. She can't
make 1t to the top, and is obliged to recognize that Bill
Hill's contraceptive measurés had failed some months before.
Man must accept the conditions of human life and particlpate
in 1t.

In "The River," young Harry is taken by a country woman
babysitter from the city home of his very worldly and uncar-
ing parents to a fundamentalist revival meeting and river
baptism ceremony. There he 1s baptized by the name of Bevel,
and is told by the preacher that now he counts. Entranced
by an old book of Bible stories he takes from the babysit-
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ter's house, he is dismayed to discover at home that it
matters more to his parents and their partying guests than‘
does he; the book is taken from him as a valuable antique,
and nobody is interested in what happened to him that day.
The next morning he finds his way back to the river and
innocently drowns himself, in a renewal of his baptism, while
the ironically named Mr. Paradise, a man who scoffs at reli-
gion because it had not healed his cancer, watches helpless-
ly. In his desire to "count" Harry-Bevel is the touching
embodiment of man's yearning for meaning, for God, which the
unfeeling kiss of his wordly mother will not satisfy.

"The Artificial Nigger" demonstrates the value of fidel-
ity in overconing the sin of pride. The self-righteous Mr.
Head and his equally self-righteous grandson, Nelson, live
together in a continuous competition with each other, each
claiming superiority over the other. When they go into the
city so that the old man can show the boy that the city is
ugly and degenerate and having been born there confers no
merit upon the boy, they become lost. Mr. Head }s too
proud to admit that he cannot find his way back to the train
station, but the boy knows it and, in the beginnings of hu-
mility, asks a negress for directions. Mr. Head refusga
to speak to him after this, and when the boy runs into a
lady carrying groceries, plays the Judas figure, denying
kinship with the boy. He feels guilty but tries to win the
boy back by frightening him rather than by admitting his
guilt; his attempt falls. They have an epiphany when they
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suddenly come upon a hitching pogﬁ in the form of a cracked
and peeling negro. That such & thing should stand before a
very fine house in a white neighborhood fills them with awe,
and they respond to their need for each other, returning
home chastened and humbled. .

The child protagonist of "A Temple of the Holy Ghost"
is offended by the vacuity of her two cousins, Susan and
Joanne, who are visiting for the weekend from Mt. Salnt
Scholastica, and who are interested only in boys. She makes
unkind jokes about two older men who might be asked to date
the girls, offending the timid achoolteacher who boards in
the house, but finally suggests to her mother that she call
the Wilkins boys, who were "both going to be Church of God
preachers because you don't have to know nothing to be one,."
The boys come armed with musical instruments with which they
accompany themselves while they sing fundamentalist hymns to
the girls on the front porch. The two girls respond with
the "Tantum ergo" from the Catholic benediction service, and
the boys oﬁtrage the child by mistaking it for Jewish music.
She refuses to eat at the same table with them, believing
her truth to be all the truth there is., However, that night
her two cousins tell her of an hermaphrodite they had viewed
ot the falr to which the boys had taken them. They tell her
what the hermaphrodite's spiel had been:

"I'm going to show you this and if you laugh, God may

strike you the same way . . . God made me thisaway and

if you laugh He may strike you the same way. This 1is

the way He wanted me to be and I ain't disputing His
way. 1'm showing you because I got to make the best
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of it . . « I never done it tﬁ myself nor had a thing
to do with it but I'm making the best of it., I don't
dispute hit." (AGM, 97)
The girl is overwhelmed, but the effect of the story is not
immediate. It is only the next day, when she learns that the
fair has been closed because some of the town's preachers had
been upset by the sideshow, that she understands she should
not have been outraged by the Wilkins boys and that indeed
- the body 1s "a temple of the holy ghost" as the nun at Mt.
Saint Scholastica had told the girls:
She . . . looked out over a stretch of pasture land
that rose and fell with a gathering greenness until it
touched the dark woods., The sun was a huge red ball
like an elevated Host drenched in blood and when it
sank out of sight, it left a line in the sky like a
red clay road hanging over the trees. (AGM, 101)
She is thoughtful, not yet having achieved an age at which
her awareness is sufficiently full that she might fully com-
prehend the significance of mystery, but she is aware of
its presence in her life, she accepts that presence, and she
has learned the first lesson in humility. Further, she is
for us the embodiment of that yearning to know, and 0'Connor
makes her a character implicitly hopeful, not simply because
she is young and uncorrupted but because she has from those
qualities a fullness of potentlal to learn the essentlal
lessons; she has a good chance of answering the call of the
blood red host and following the red clay road.
Perhaps the best story in the collection is "Good
Country People," a perfect jewel of the grotescue at its

most convolutedly subtle--it invokes demons without resort-

ing to bats or gorillas or dreams of death; at least as fun-



0
ny as any of O'Comnor's storiea,_it is certainly as unset-
tling, particularly given our sense that there is a lot of
Flannery O'Connor herself in it, of Flannery invoking her
private demons so as to subdue them., It is & recasting of
the story of the fall, and centers around Hulga Joy Hope-
well, who went from her Southern farm home to acquire a Ph.D.
and returned to clomp around in it wearing an old skirt and
a- sweatshirt with a cowboy on his horse embossed upon it.
Unconcerned with femininity, she has, as her mother sees it,
never had "a normal good time." She embodlies fallen man,
and the role of the serpent Satan 1s played by Manley Pointer
(O'Connor's characters are always suggestively named, but
not usually so obscenely). This recasting of the fall makes
it the felix culpa: Hulga's winning through to knowledge
has as much saving power as the grandmother's sudden recog-
nition of kinship with The Misfit. The story of Hulga is
the story of what the Christian existentialist says must
happen to every man--he must undergo his own experience of
the fall, It is typical of O'Connor that in the middle of
the story she parodies, as she did in Wise Blood, the easy
existentialism of lazy minds.

The story is told against a background provided by
Hulga's mother, Mrs. Hopewell, and Mrs. Freeman, the wife of
Mrs. Hopewell's tenant farmer. Mrs. Hopewell is a satire on
genteel Southern ladies; she always hopes things will be bet-
ter than they are and is polite when she doesn't mean it, and
she is much given to telling little lies, having a very high



17h R
opinidn of herself.. Mrs. Freeman is similarly opinionated,
one of O'Connor's "good country people," and fasclnated by
1ife's uglier facts, particularly the details of physical
sickness. Both ladies deal in trite triviallties. Both
ladies represent perversions of free will; they are two dif-
ferent ways of refusing to make a cholce t o which they can
commit themselves with integrity and intensity. Hulga hates
them both, but it is because she has made an intense commit-
ment to a wrong choice. Having a wooden leg and a bad heart,
she knows she is ugly and that she 1s goling to die. She has
refused to see beyond the ugly coniitions of her life; her
name at baptism was Joy, but at twenty-one she changed it to
Hulgs:

She had arrived at it first purely on the basis of 1ts

ugly sound and then the full genius of its fitness had

struck her. She had a vision of the name working 1like
the ugly sweating Vulcan who stayed in the furnace and
to whom, presumably, the goddess had to come when cal-
led, She saw it as the name of her highest creative
act. One of her major triumphs was that her mother had
not been able to turn her dust into Joy, but the great-
er one was that she had been able to turn it herself

into Hulga. ("GCP," 174)

Halga is the type of the cynical intellectual, and be-
comes the metaphor for the hybrisitie denial of the limita-
tions of one's own nature. She reads all day and dislikes
animals, flowers, nature, and young men. She screams at her
mother: |

. « « "Woman! do you ever look inside? Do you ever

look inside and see what you are not? Godl" she had

cried . « o "Malebranche was right: we are not our
own light. We are not our own lighti" ("GCP," 176)

A

} not only that we are not our own light

pfipeer-cminn Sl

but also that the body has no influence over the mind; Hulga
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has failed to understand either message, so that she has al-
lowed her body to shape her mind and she sees only by her own
lights. It is not surprising to discover that she has been
dabbling in existentialism., Her mother finds the following
passage underlined in a book: '

e o » "Science, on the other hand, has to assert its
soberness and seriousness afresh and declare that it 1s
concerned solely with what-is, Nothing--how can it be
for science anything but a horror and a phantasm? 1I1f
science is right, then one thing stands firm: science
wishes to kmow nothing of nothing. Such is after all
the strictly scientific approach to Nothing. We know
1t by wishing to know nothing of Nothing." ("GCP," 176)
What O!'Connor sees in this is the existentialism that
Fitzgerald spoke of as ﬁeing *in the air"; it is cant and
gibberish, nonrigorous philosophizing that constitutes the
same cheapening of the core of existentialist thought that
O'Connor sees in easy adherence to dogmatic religion. It is
religiosity, and Hulga is as blind to that fact as she is to
Malebranche or as her mother is to the tmuth behind her gen-
teel values. Hulga is as self-protective as her mother; she
has "gone through," as her mother describes the girl's educa-
tion, but she went through to nothingness, accepting it with-
out serutiny, so that she does not understand she has denied
herself authentic being. She has chosen to live on the farm
where careful handling might see her through to age forty-
five, instead of living the intense l1ife that the academic
career oven to her offered; her self-assertion is self-denial
and deprives her of dignity, as does her one act of creation

--a negative act that embodies her inability to love life,
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herself, or anyone else. The story is devoted to taking
Hulga, ironically and tragi-comically, through-to her most
intense and violent confrontation with the absurd, making
her aware of the limits of the human mind énd the mystery
that offers life,

Manley Pointer, Bible salesman and incarnation of the
devil, is dressed like Haze Motes, except that he wears no
hat, has on bright yellow socks, and his hair isn't pasted
down. He traps Mrs. Hopewell into a lie about why she has
no Bible in the 11ving'r03m, then plays on-her sense of
guilt so that she tries to discourage him. Thereupon he
poses as a bashful country boy, dedicated to Christian ser~
vice, and evokes her sense of noblesse oblige and an invita-
tion to dinner. In the process he claims a fatal heart con-
dition, and Hulga, lurking behind a door, 1is fasginated that
anyone knowing he's going to die would give himsell over to
Christisn service; she follows him out after dinner and they
make a date for a picnic on Saturday--significantly, the day
he doesn't work. That night she thinks of seducing him, not
realizing how he has already begun to seduce her.

When they meet for the picnic, he is described for a

second time as snake-like, and he continues his business of
. breaking down her defenses while she thinks her superior
mind has her firmly in control of things; the scene is
played out against a background of elements from the
couﬁtryside éeleeted to isolate the ominous and make orien-

tation difficult. With satanic cleverness he leads her
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to the hayloft in a backfield barn. His kisses excite her,
but she continues to think herself.in control until he makes
her feel threatened by insisting he must hear her say she
loves him, which evokes'a fearful demon foé her. He has
taken her glasses, and the landscape has upon her the effect
the desert has upon Haze--seeing nothing there, she 1s delud-
ed into thinking that she lmows all there 1is to know; the
_landscape thus helps to produce action like Haze's in that
her hésitancy to respond to his demand signals an unconscious
yearning for meaning. Telling him "I'm one of those people
who see through to nothing," which she claims is "a kind of
salvetion," she sets herself up for Pointert's purposes. He
is going to bring her to the full force of cosmic dread when
he destroys her self-righteousness, but that can't come be-
fore she commits herself to him. He must force yer to say
she loves him--and we must understand thet in this Satan -
vies with God in Hulga, whose reluctance measures her ca-
pacity for grace. ‘

wWhen his kisses bring her to say yes, he demands that
she prove her love by showing him where her artificlal leg
"joins on." As "sensitive about the artificial leg as a
peacock about his tail," she at first refuses, but finally
concedes, and "it was like surrendering her own life and
finding it again, miraculously, in nis" ("GCP," 192). Hav-
ing taken possession of her soul, he takes pqssession of
her ieg with Q great show of reverence. But he refuses

to reattach it when asked, offering instead a grotesque
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apple from out of a hollowed Bible--a flask of whiskey, a
deck of obscene playing cards, and-a cond -="1ike one pre~

senting offers at the shrine of a goddess."

Her volce when she spoke had an almost pleading
sound. "Aren't you," she murmured, "aren't you just
good country people?" ("GCP," 193-94)

He replies that he is, but that it hasn't held him back.
Irony compounds irony in what follows, as Pointer slith- -
ers through the ladder hole like a snake going backwards and
she 18 left to look after him through her weak eyes (again,
true sight comes with the impairment of physical sight):

"Give me my leg!" she screeched. He jumped up so
quickly that she barely saw him sweep the cards and
the blue box back into the Bible and throw the Bible
into the valise., She saw him grab the leg and then
she saw it for an instant slanted forlornly across the
ijnside of the suitcase with.a Bible at either side of
its opposing ends. He slammed the 1id shut and snatch-
ed up the valise and swung it down the hole and then
stepped through himself.

" "when all of him had passed but his head, he turned
and regarded her with a look that no longer had any ad-
miration in it. "I've gotten a lot of interesting
things,"” he said. "One time I got a woman's glass eye
this way. And you needn't to think you'll catch me be-
cause Pointer ain't really my name. I use a different
name at every house I call at and don't stay nowhere
long. And I'll tell you another thing, Hulga," he sald,
using the name as if he didn't think much of it, '"you
ain't so smart. I been believing in nothing ever since
I was borni" and then the toast-colored hat disappeared
down the hole and the girl was left, sitting on the
atraw in the dusty sunlight. When she turned her churn-
ing face toward the opening, she saw his blue figure
struggling successfully over the green speckled lake.
("GCP," 195)

The ironic peripeteia is subtle because of Hulga's extreme
consciousness, and the force is therefore the grimmer. Sa-
tan has come again in disgulse, and the effect is to make

Hulgae not simply another person who suffers through to re-
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cognition of her own limitatlions but the image of man re-
minded of the lesson of the fall--he knows not the limita-
tions of his intellect until he is violently confronted with
it. And it operates on"avery level here; ﬁulga's intellect
is betrayed by her emotions working through her wooden leg,
which has become the embodiment of her spirit through the
workings of her own mind, through which she has denied the
existence of mystery even while it worked within her. Thus,
horribly trapped in the loft of a barn, unable to see clearly
the physical world or to walk through it, she faces the abyss
spiritually, intellectually, and physically; she is face to
face with what Yeats called "the uncontrollable mystery on
the bestial floor.". But in her presence there she is also
the ironic image of'the saving power of free will.

O'Connor's vision did indeed provide‘its own subject,
and although in "Good Country People" we find certain images
alluding to Wise Blood, pointing to the grotesque's weakness
for feeding upon itself, O'Connor has developed a considera-
ble maturity in this story, so thet there 1s less involution
than in the novel. The characters here are not uncomforta-
bly fitted into masks but are much more fully rounded, and
the lexicon of the grofesque is much subtler, suggestive
rather than blunt as it is to some extent even in "A Good
Man is Hard to Find." The development is within terms of a
unified vision, nonetheless, and the philosophical import
gains in its affinity with Christian existentialism, We
shall see these developments at full maturity in the later

works, which are discussed in the next chapter.
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NOTES TO CHAPTER III

1. Fitzgerald, "Introduction," xxvi-xxvii.

2. O'Connor, Wise Blood, 2nd ed. (New York, 1962). All
references are to this edition, and hereafter 1t will be des-

ignated WB, appearing within the text in parentheses, along
with the numbers of the pages cited.

3. Fitzgerald, "Introduction," xv-xvi:

Meanwhile the typescript of yellow second sheets
piled up in the room over the garage. Her first hero,
Hazel Motes, had been imagined for a story that she
published in the Sewanee, and this story, thinned out
and toned down, was the opening of the novel she worked
on now. The central episodes with Enoch Emory and
Hoover Shoats (a name we all celebrated) were written
in the winter and spring. In the summer of 1950, when
she had reached an impasse with Haze and didn't know
how to finish him off, she read for the first time the
Oedipus plays. She went on then to end her story with
the self-blinding of Motes, and she had to rework the
body of the novel to prepare for it.

4. Stuart L. Burns, "The Evolution of Wise Blood,"
Modern Fiction Studies, Vol, 16, No. 2 (Swrmer, 1970), 147-
%z. _

Burns, in comparing the novel with the five- early ..
stories that were intended to be parts of it ("The Train'";
The Heart of the Park"; "The Peeler"; "Woman on the Stairs,"
which became not a part of the novel but the story "A Stroke
of Good Fortune"; and "Enoch and the Gorilla") begins by a-
greeing with Hyman's sense of the pervasive sexuality of the
novel, and then takes note of Fitzgerald's anecdote concern-
ing O'Connor's reading the Oedipus plays, pointing out--with-
out doubt correctly--that she seems to have been working long
before 1950 from a vicarious interpretation of the myth. He
demonstrates that the early stories dealt, in more or less
confused ways, with alienation and sublimatlon of Freudian
Oedipal guilt, which he finds subordinated in the novel to
the religious concern, or higher moral thrust. Thus he sees
the Freudian concern supporting the Sophoclean, but not in a
thorough intertwining, so that the novel remains confused.
He offers convincing evidence that the novel was originally
intended to have dual protagonists, but finds that Enoch be-
came only one of several alter egos to Haze and essentlally
indistinguishable from the others, with "the extent to which
Enoch appears to be more central" giving us the measure of ~
the fallure of the structure to be balanced (162). He ig-
nores the grotesque element and does not examine the nature
of the Christianity expressed in the novel, which is perhaps
why he doesn't see the pervasive irony that I find., Just as
his explanation--of which many particulars would strengthen

Fa
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my argument, as does his central point concerning the novel's
growth to a higher moral concern--fails to justify the pres-
ence of Enoch (who, he thinks, should have been left out a-
long with "The Woman on the Stairs"), so he finds it impossi-
ble to give a clear interpretation of the title, I think I
have justified the presence of Enoch, and I think I can just-
ify the title in the same terms: as Enoch is Haze's doppel-
gggggﬁ, he is something rather more specific than an alter
ego, he is basically the opposite. The dichotomy here 1is
between flesh and spirit, and it is important that while

Haze clearly associates flesh with sin, as Burns points out,
the spiritual dominates him even in copulation. It is ironic
that it is the physical world that calls him away from the
spiritual but never wholly successfully--he is rejecting the
physical, embodied in Enoch, at the same time that he per-
forms badly in Mrs. Watts's bed, and even more forcefully
while he asserts the physical in his preachments of nothing-
ness. The wisdom of the blood is the capaclty for grace,
present as we have seen in varylng degree in both characters,
because for both orthodox and existentialist Christian it is
present in everybody--for the existentialist it is specifi-
cally the response to the mystery the world contains. Enoch,
for reasons that should be clear from my analysis-of the
novel, is employed with Sophoclean irony--his assertion of
the wisdom of his blood is the evidence that it is not there
(1ike Oedipus'! vehement assertion of his innocence) whereas
Haze's acceptance of mystery makes his the wiser blood--he
resovonds to the capacity for grace positively. Hence the
great irony in Enoch's insisting his blood 1is wiser than
Haze's whatever Haze may think--though Haze has made no ,
claims for his blood. And in this connection 1t should be
pointed out that it would be oversimple to see Haze's re-
jection of Mrs. Flood's offer of marriage as rejection of
sin--sex within marriage is not sinful to a Christian, even
when he's been touched by grace. He recognizes that her
attraction to the mystery he represents misleads her; she
cannot possess it by possessing him. It is tempting but I
think misleading to make much of the Freudian interpretation

of the Oedipus myth in trying to come to terms with this
novel.

o "The Partridge Festival," Critic, XIX (February-
March, 1961), 20-23, 82-85. "Why Do The Heathens Rage?",
Esquire, LX (July, 1963), 60-61. In the first of these
stories O'Connor's irony leads the reader away from her
theme, a device she often employed successfully (as in "A
Good Man Is Hard to Find"), but she does not manage the
necessary peripeteia; in both these stories she is concerned
to satirize social protestors, and this topicality has her
gutside her artistic "true country."

6. "A Good Man Is Hard to Find," in A Good Man Is Hard
to Find and Other Stories (New York, 1955), 9-29, Hereafter
designated WAGM," appearing in the text within parentheses,
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along with the numbers of the pages cited. Other stories
from this volume will carry parenthetical references to

AGM, except "Good Country FPeople," which will be designated
“ch o "

7. O'Connor, "The Grotesque in Southern Fiction," in
stery and Manners, L3. Hereafter designated "GSF," appear-

ng in the text within parentheses, along with the numbers of
the pages cited.

8. It is interesting that in a very illuminating essay
defending the humor of the controversial Lenny Bruce, Albert
Goldman discusses him as functioning on the stage as a kind
of latter-day shaman in terms that deal specifically neither
with the grotesque ror with existentialism, but that do sug~-
gest that his comedy functioned quite as O!'Connor wanted hers
to, and Goldman shows its operations in terms easlly trans-
latable into those employed here. "The Comedy of Lenny
Bruce," Commentary, XXXVI (October 1963), -312-17.



CHAPTER IV

"From the days of John the Baptist until

now, the Kingdom of Heaven suffereth vio-

lence, and the violent bear it away."
Matthew 11l:12

This is the epigraph to O'Connor's second novel, The

Violent Bear It Away. The novel 1s much easier to under-

stand, in many ways, than 1s Wise Blbod, not because it

wants subtlety, but because it is a more mature and polished

effort, and cleanly structured.

There are four major characters. Old Mason Tarwater
has been dead for half a day when the stbry begin;, but he
is nonetheless a vital force throughout the novel; he was a
fundamentalist fanatic¢ who clearly believed in the Resurrec-
tion and the lLife. Francis Marion Tarwater is his grand-
nephew, and the novel tells the story of his vain struggle
against the realization of his granduncle's prophecy that he,
too, should be a prophet of the Lord. Rayber, a teacher, is
0ld Tarwater's nephew and young Tarwater's uncle; he has re-
jected the teachings of his uncle, preferring logic and psy-
chology to religion and its mysterlies; he wants to win young
Tarwater to his position. Bishop Rayber is his idiot son
(ghose soclal-worker mother fled to Japan to escape him); he
is the focus of the conflict between Rayber and young Tar-
water,

Each of these characters fulfills a symbolic function.

0ld Tarwater aymbolizes authentic being achleved by the ace
150
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ceptance of Christian truth; Rayber, inauthentlic being re-
sulting from denial of that truth;.young Tarwater, man o-
bliged to choose between the two possibllities; and Bishop,
innocence marred only by original sin. In.addition, visions
and premonitions, a voice from within young Tarwater, the
sacrament of baptism, weakness of sight and hearing, ges-
tures, and images of hunger, bread, and fire take on sym-
bolic values that have unifying force in the novel.

The novel begins in a fashion characteristic of 0'Con-

nor: -

Francis Marion Tarwater's uncle had been dead for
only half a day when the boy got too drunk to finish
digging his grave and a Negro named Buford Munson, who
had come to get a jug filled, had to finish 1t and dreag
the body from the breakfast table wkere 1t was still
sitting and bury it in a decent and Christian way, with
the sign of its Saviour at the head of the grave and
enough dirt on top to keep the dogs from digging it up.
Buford had come along about noon and when he left at

sundown, tge boy, Tarwater, had never returned from
the still.

When the boy does return from the still it is after
dark, and he has decided not to see to the old man's burial
--he 18 unaware that the Negro had taken care of it--but to
burn down the shack with the body in it and then go off to
the city, to his uncle Rayber. The decision was not one
easily taken; he is conaclous that he is breaking his promise
to his grandfather (though he had told the o0ld man he would
not bother with "trifles" like crosses).

The boy is fourteen, and there has been a conflict rag-
ing within him for as long as he can remember. It is a con-
flict his granduncle has helped to create, unwittingly and .
contrary to his own purposes, by assuming the boy under@tbéd*fg’
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'more of what he told him than a young boy could. He had
stolen the boy from Rayber's house when the boy was an in-
fant, taking him to his primitive Tennesse farm, Powderhead,

where he baptised him and taught him

« « o Figures, Reading, Writing, and History beginning
with Adam expelled from the Garden and going on down
through the presidents to Herbert Hoover and on in
speculation toward the Second Coming and the Day of
Judgment. Besides giving him a good education, he

haed rescued him from his only other connection . . .
who had no child of his own at the time and wanted this

one of his dead sister's to raise according to his own
ideas. (VBA’ h.)

His idea had been to prevare the boy for the call to become
a prophet, and the boy thinks the surest sign of his elec~
tion is that he hasn't had to go to school; his uncle has
described the things he waald be requireé to do under the
direction of a woman schoolteacher and always has made the
point that his education at Powderhead freed hip_for wisdom
and gave him the 0ld Testament heroes and prophets as spiri-
tual companions., Young Tarwater i1s to be Elisha to the old
man's Elijah. "I saved you to be free, your own selfi" the
granduncle screamed. _

Young Tarwater's other possibility, according to the
old man, was to become a piece of information in Rayber's
mind, and it was in explaining the meaning of this vpossibili-
ty to the boy that old Tarwater most encouraged the rebel-
l1ion in him with which the novel opens. The old man had
kidnapped his drunken and irreligious sister's son, Rayber,
and'taken him to Powderhead for baptism and preparation for

the call to prophecy, but after the father retrieved him
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Rayber had come under the influence of his life in the city
and turned against God. The old man, remembering how the
young Rayber had cared for him while they were together, had
gone to the city upon the death of Rayber'; parents and sis-
ter (Tarwater's mother) in the automobile wreck in which Tar-
water was born. There, thinking his nephew was taking him
in as an act of Christian charity, the old man had stayed un-
til he learned that Rayber had used :1im as the subject of an
article. The article's contention that the old man had cal-
led himself to prophecy out of a sense of insecurity angered
him, and he had stolen the infant Tarwater and returned to
Powderhead; when Rayber and Bernice Bishop, the soclal wor-
ker Rayber later married, came to get TarWwater, the old man
shot Rayber in the leg and with a second bullet took off a
part of one of his ears. Always outraged when hg told young
Parwater this story, the old man made it clear that his call
had come in a tongue of fire from Heaven and that often
since he had been "burned clean" of his mistakes; "even the
mercy of the Lord burns," he said. That thought was a "thorn
bed" for the boy, and his willingness to become a prophet
was further diminished by the old man's hunger for the after-
life, which young Tarwater unierstood as physical hunger be-
cause the old man expressed it graphilcally:

"Jesus is the bread of life," the old man said.

The boy, disconcerted, would look off into the dis-
tance over the dark blue treeline where the world
. gtretched out, hidden and at its ease. In the darkest,
most private part of his soul, hanging upside down like
a sleeping bat, was the certain, undeniable knowledge
that he was not hungry for the bread of life. Had the
bush flamed for Moses, the sun stood still for Joshua,
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the lions turned aside before Danlel only to prophesy
the bread of life? Jesus? He felt a terrible disap-
pointment in that conclusion, -a dread that it was true,
The old man said that as soon as he died, he would has-
ten to the banks of the Lake of Galilee to eat the
loaves and fishes that the Lord had multiplied.

"Forever?" the horrified boy asked.
"Forever," the old man sald.

The boy sensed that this was the heart of his
great-uncle's madness, this hunger, and what he was se-
cretly afraid of was that it might be passed down,
might be hidden in the blood and might strike some day
in him and then he would be torn by hunger like the old
man, the bottom split out of his stomach so that nothing
would heal or fill it but the bread of life. (VBA, 21)
When the o0ld man dies, the fear that 1; hanging upside

down like a sleeping bat in Tarwater's mind becomes the sa-
tanic voice from within the boy that calls him to the world
of Rayber, reminding him that his uncle had been in an asylum
while Rayber'has everything," and pointing out that there has
been no sign from above calling Tarwater to prophecy. Tar-
water argues with tﬁe volce, pressing his granduncle's argu-
ments, but the hard logic of the volce 1s too muéh for him,
and Tarwater falls into drunken sleep. When he wakes up and
burns the shack, he is doing what old Tarwater had said
Rayber would do--he is cremating the old man's remains in a
denial of the afterlife. Tarwater hitches a ride 1lnto the
city with a cynical salesman of copper flues.

On the way in, the argument with the voice continues--
Tarwater's conscience is bothering him, and he is terrified
when the distant nighttime glow of the city makes him think
the salesman has driven him back to Powderhead and the fire
Tarwater thinks is consuming the old man's body. But the

boy again gives in to the volice, and determines to go into
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the city in search of specific kqdwledge-«whose is the real
truth, his granduncle's of his uncle's? When the salesman
makes him call Rayber's house from a gas station, the tele-
phone 1is answered by the idiot Bishop, who only breathes
heavily into the mouthpiece. Shaken, Tarwater screams "I
want to speak with my uncle. Not you!", symbolically deny-
ing the basic condition of fallen man. The salesman is
impatient, and insists upon taking Tarwater to Rayber's ad-
dress despite the boy's wish to delay his arrival there un-
til morning. | '

The perspective shifts when Rayber, fumbling with his
hearing aid; answers the door, and his perspvective mingles
with Tarwater!s. He is shaken by the arrival of his nephew,
thinking the old man is hiding in the bushes waiting to
setsy. Bishop for baptizing, or that Tarwater ls himself go-
ing to perform that rite; he feels his privacy imperilled.
The old man, of course, had told Tarwater that his first
mission as & prophet would be to baptize the 1ldiot, but Tar-
water does not want to. However, the old man's presence is
felt strongly by them both, and we see the workings of his
prophecy beginning. Just as the boy evokes Rayber's fear
of the old man, the nick in Rayber's ear brings old Tarwater
80 close to his grandnephew "that the boy thought he could
hear him laugh. With a terrible clarity he saw that the
achoolteacher was no more than a decoy the old man had set
up to lure him to the city to do his unfinished business"
(VBA, 89). Fighting that vision, he uses ugly images to
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assure Rayber that the old man is dead, and mekes a point of
affirming that he had cremated the.old man just as Rayber
himself would have done. Rayber winces--revealingly--at
the images, but quickly begins to smile at.what he sees as
the ironic justice of the cremation. He is delighted that
he 1s to have the opportunity "to make a man of" Tarwater.

Bishop appears, and Tarwater hears "a faint familiar
~ sound of heavy breathing . . . closer to him than the beat-
ing of his own heart. His eyes widened ang an inner door in
them opened in preparation for some inevitable vision." The
child, white-haired, stood before him, "dim and ancient, like
a child who had been a child for centuries.”

Tarwater clenched his fists. He stood 1like one.
condemned, waiting at the spot of execution. Then the
revelation came, silent, implacaeble, direct as & bullet.
He did not look into the eyes of any fiery beast or see
a burning bush. He only knew, with a certainty sunk in
despair, that he was expected to baptize the child he
saw and begin the 1life his great-uncle had prepared him
for. He knew that he was called to be a prophet and
that the ways of his prophecy would not be remarkable.
His black pupils, glassy and atill, reflected depth on
depth his own stricken image of himself, trudging into
the distance in the bleeding stinking mad shadow of
Jesus, until at last he received his reward, a broken
fish, a multiplied loaf. The Lord out of dust had cre-
ated him, had made him blood and nerve and mind, had
made him to bleed and weep and think, and set him in a
world of loss and fire all to baptize one idiot child
that He need not have created in the first place and
to ory out a gospel just as foolish., He tried to shout,
"ROI™ but it was like trying to shout in his sleep.

The sound was saturated in silence, lost. (VBA, 92)

Sensing that the child had been primed from on high by old
Tarwater to recognize him and know him as God's servant come
to ﬁring rebirth, Tarwater slaps away the child's proffered
hand. The crying child climbs on his father's back, and
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Tarwater has a vision of the two inseparably joined, as if
the ldiot was a deformed part of the schoolteacher "acciden-
tally revealed" (which the child is, being the product of a
marriage Rayber made not for love but to béget a child whom
he can raise according to his lights, as old Tarwater had
wanted to raise first Rayber and then Tarwater according to
his; as such, Bishop embodies the original sin, man's hybris-
tic assertion of his own intellect).. Tarwater shouts that
he will have nothing to do with the child, and his shout is
like "a challenge hurled in the face of his silent adver-
sary" (VBA, 93).

Tarwater's visions are special insights intimating
truth, as are all such events in the novel, including Ray-
ber's visions of Tarwater baptizing Bishop and his insight
that Tarwater is impelled to stay with them by his attraction
to Bishop. Such events in the mind of Tarwater Aperate al-
ways as testaments to the truth his granduncle represents,
and he is hybristic in trying to fight them, For Rayber,
who has bad eyesight and must wear a hearing ald, the source
of insight 1s the same but his hybris consists in his self-
righteous conviction that it comes from his understanding of
psychology, his superior intellect. For O!'Connor such men-
tal events bespeak God working within us, pulling us toward
him; it 1s her way of saying what Marcel says when he con-
tends that experience "intends" meaning.

There is another important point to be made about the

operations of these visions in the novel. They are all given
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their speq;fig shape by the influence of old Tarwater on the
minds of Tarw;ter and Rayber. His image in thelr minds is
violently wrenching to their emotions: Rayber feels remorse
for his total denial of the o0ld man, which remorse he has to
struggle to quell, and it becomes stronger as the novel ap-

proaches its climax. It is this remorse, working ironically,
. that makes it impossible for him to throw Tarwater out when
he sees that the influence of the 0ld man is too atrong for
him to overcome, and it helps to produce the violence that
dominates the last half of the novel., Similarly, the terms
by which the 0ld man instructed Tarwater were violent and
begot the violence of Tarwater's rejection of the old man
and his Christian truth. Thus the old man's effect updn his
two nephews has been ta remove them from participation in
the fullness of God's truth, which is the opposite effect
from the one he wished to achieve. Though the férce of his
intentions is stronger in Tarwater than in Rayber, it works
in both; there is enough of truth in what he says to them
that it reinforces their yearning for meaning and the power
of the necessity to choose that is implicit in free will,
But the form of his preachments is a perversion pf Christi-
anity that brings Rayber and Tarwater to their moral nadirs;
fundamentalism is not a path to salvation. His fanaticism
led him to an asylum and then to a retreat into the woods.
That his house there was in a clearing figures the truth in
his thinking, but the woods around were dark and hid the
still from which he made his living and where he found his
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solace when he was obliged to recognize the failures of his
religion. There is truth in his prophecy that Tarwater will
become a prophet, but the form in which he offered the truth
produces the destruction of Rayber. And tﬁe violence in that
form begets & concomitant violence in Tarwater's rejection
that only ironically frees him to respond to the central
truth. It is important that, at the end of the novel, Tar
water goes into the world ﬁo prophesy. He has survived his
first trial, to use Marcel's term, and must participate in
1ife in terms of what he has learned about- himself thereby.
He knows, and we know, that his future is one of continuing
trial, but for the Christian existentialist trial 1s the na-
ture of life, and authentic being is maintained only so long
as one continues to face the triai of 1life with integrity to
his true identity, discovered in the triumph over anguish.
O'Connor interprets the evigraph from Matthew ironically:
violence bears the Kingdom of Heaven away from Rayber, and
violence bears Tarwater to the Kingdom of Heaven.

The child Rayber had understood old Tarwater's concern
to be love, and responded to it out of the depth of a human
need that was reinforced by the lovelessness of his godless
home. When Rayber!s father came to take him from the old
man, he said that he was taking Rayber back to "Reality,"
and at fourteen Aayber had discovered that "Reality" to be
as loveless and ugly as it had been before his uncle baptized
him. Having found no evidence in the world of his rebirth
and salvation through baptism, he returned to Powderhead and

cursed his uncle for lying to him. From then on, love for him
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was a sign of'insanity. Sexual love he trusted because he
knew how to use it, as he had used.it to give his sister
self-confidence and to rescue a student of divinity by bring-
ing them together in the 11licit union that produced the
bastard Tarwater; but the feeling that caused the divinity
student to shoot himself after the accident in which Tar-
water was born as his mother was dying Rayber ascribed to
madness, This attitude shaped his relations with Bishop,
with whom he lived "without being painfully aware of his

presence": .

e « o but the moments would still come when, rushing
from some inexplicable part of himself, he would ex-
perience a love for the child so outrageous that he
would be left shocked and depressed for days, and
trembling for his sanity. It was only a touch of the
curse that lay in his blood.

His normal way of looking at Rayber was as an x
signifying the general hideousness of fate. He did
not velieve that he himself was formed in the 1lmage
and likeness of God but that Bishop was he had no
doubt. (VBA, 113) ‘

Still, the pull toward God is in us all, and enything
Rayber looked at for a length of time could bring on what he
saw as a "morbid" feeling of "horrifying love," He saw it
as his burden, to be repressed, but it persisted:

It began with Bishop and then like an avalanche covered
everything his reason hated. He always felt with 1t a
rush of longing to have the old man's eyes--insane,
fish-coloured, violent with their impossible vision of
a world transfigured--turned on him once again. The
longing was an undertow in his blood dragging him back=-
wards to what he knew to be madness.

The affliction was in the family. It lay hidden
in the line of blood that touched them, flowing from
_some ancient source, some desert prophet or polesitter,
until, its power unabated, it appeared in the o0ld man
and him and, he surmised, in the boy. The old man had
been ruled by it. He, at the cost of a full life,
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staved it off. What the boy would do hung in the
balance.  (VBA, 11l) :

The rationalist Rayber falls to perceive the irony in
his mystical belief in a madness of the blood (and of course
does not recognize O'Cornor's comic irony in having him e-
quate love with God). Accordingly he is heartened that Tar-
water looks enough like him to be his son; he thinks he can
do for him what he cannot do for his real son, Bishop, who
looks like old Tarwater. But his handling of Tarwater, for
8ll that he thinks himself ruled by the best principles of
psychology, is dictated by his denial of love (having the
same character as his professional decisions, which "were
prefabricated and did not involve his paiticipation“). He
is put on his guard by the sound of old Tarwater that he
hears in the boy, and by his eyes, which look 1like the old
man's. This denial of love defeats him in his efforts with
Tarwater; "He that loveth not his brother whom he hath seen,
how can he love God whom he hath not seen?" (I John 4:20).

Tarwater's journey to the city was undertaken to seek
out truth, and it is a search for identity. He always walks
ahead of his uncle as Rayber shows him the city (Rayber, sig-
nificantly, legs behind), looking for a sign that will show
him whether Rayber's way or his granduncle's is the path he
should follow. Rayber does not understand the boys readi-
ness to follow him, misinterpreting what the boy says to
him in their conversations as proof that the boy's mind is
still gripped by old Tarwater. Actually Rayber is being
tested by Tarwater, who speaks to him in the same way he
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addressed the_inner voice: he presses the old man's points
in order to learn Rayber's answers; Rayber, of course, em-
bodies the force within Tarwater that the voice represented,
and thus.the voice 1s silent when Tarwater'is with Rayber.
The result of this misunderstanding is that Rayber loses en-
thusiasm in his effort to convert Tarwater, and three days
of touring the city exhaust him to the point that he is
nearing readiness to give up entirely. On the third night
he refuses to go out again; Tarwater goes out alone after
Rayber has gone to bed.

Rayber follows him. Tarwater leads him by a labyrin-
thine route, past a bakery window at which the boy pauses to
gaze at a loaf of bread, to a revival meeting. The boy
enters; Rayber peers in through a window that looks directly
upon the stage where an eleven- or twelve-year-old girl
preaches on the text "Suffer little children to ;ome unto me,"
and Rayber is moved to pity all the world's exploited chil-
dren and to hate the religion that could éxploit little
cripples like Lucette Carmody. Lucette spies him, and
gradually shaping her sermon to aim it in his direction as
she moves toward the window herself, she finally tells her
audience, "I see a damned soul before my eye! I see a dead
man Jesus hasn't raised. His head is in the window but his
ear 18 deaf to the Holy Wordl" (VBA, 134). BEmbarrassed and
enraged, Rayber runs away, encountering Tarwater, who 18
leaving the meeting after being persuaded by it away from
revealed religion. In his blind fury, Rayber does not see
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the friendliness in Tarwater'!s wgﬁe of greeting, and, as he
goes‘home in silent rage fhat the boy had led him to such
embarrassment, he falls to recognize that the touch of his
hand on Tarwater's shoulder would win the boy to him,

The next morning Rayber senses the missed opportunity,
and "felt afflicted with a peculiar chilling clarity of mind
in which he saw himself divided in two--a violent and a ra-

tional self":

The violent self inclined him to see the boy as an ene-
my and he knew that nothing would hinder his progress

with the case so much as giving in to such an inclina-
tion. (VB4a, 139)

Just as Rayber fails to recognize that he wants to love the
boy, he fails to see that it was perverted ﬁassion that cost
hin his'chance the night before. He tries again, taking
Tarwater to a park to introduce him "to his ancestor, the
fish, and to all the great wastes of unexplored time." But
as they make their way toward the natural history museum in
the middle of the park, Bishop runs 1nto a pool and stands
there, wailing and bathed in sunlight. Rayber sees that
Parwater is drawn toward the idiot child as if impelled by
‘a vision, and darts forward to save his son from baptism,
The following day he takes the boys to a country re-
sort thirty miles from Powderhead. His idea is to relax
Tarwater for a visit to Powderhead, which he hopes will be
a shock to the boy that might suddenly reveal his "trauma"
and make it possible to reach him psychologically. When
they check in at the lodge, Rayber is irritated by the
lady at the desk, and goes up ahéad of the boys. The lady
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hears Tarwater being rude to Bishop, and hisses at him, "Mind
how you talk to one of them there, you boyi" Tarwater looks
at Bishov as if mesmerizad, and follows after him "as if at-
tached by a tow-line." When Bishop sits on the stairs and
extends his feet for Tarwater to tie his shoes, Tarwater
hesitates and then surprises the lady by tying the shoes.
The woman calls to him, but the words she intended to speak
vanish before the strange stare he casts on her. Summoning
her voice, she mutters, "Whatever devil's work you mean to
do, don't do it here."
He continued to look down at her. "You can't

just say NO," he said. "You got to do NO. You got to

show it. You got to show you mean it by doing it. You

got to show you're not going to do one thing by doing

ariother. You got to make an end of it. One way or

another." (VBA, 157)
On the card on which Rayber had registered them as "George
F. Rayber, Frank and Bishop Rayber," Tarwater had scratched
out the "Frank" and written "Francis Marion Tarwater, Powder-
head, Tennessee. NOT HIS SON,"

After lunch, at which Tarwater had eaten six sandwiches
(his hunger is rapidly growing through the novel, symbolical-
ly, and he has been unsatisfied by the food Rayber has pro-
vided), Rayber takes Tarwater out in a boat. Tarwater is
preoccupied with the problem of a trap that he sees building
around him:

Ever since his first night in the city when he

had seen once and for all that the schoolteacher was

of no significance--nothing but a piece of bait, an

insult to his intelligence--his mind had been engaged

in a continual struggle with the silence that confront-
ed him, that demanded he baptize the child and begin
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at once the life the old man ‘had prepared him for.

(VBA, 159-60)
For a time there is no conversation between the man and the
boy, and again Tarwater's inner voice speaks, telling him
that the hunger he has felt is not a sign from the Lord cal-
ling him to become a prophet but a return of the worms from
which he had suffered as a child. Elijah, said the voice,
had been fed by an angel of the Lord. Tarwater remembers the .
trip to the park, and the whole episode is recounted for us
from his perspective rather than Rayber's. We learn that
after Tarwater walked away from his uncle following Rayber's
rescue of Bishop from the pool, the volce had spoken to him.
What he said was that the sign had come when the sun came
from béhin&‘a cloud to brighten Bishop's head, and it was a
call not to a baptizing but a drowning. Agailn, Rayber had
mistaken Tarwater's motives, but he had not been completely
wrong. The struggle within Tarwater had been raging as
Bishop stood in the pool, and a view between two trees had
made Tarwater envision the two blackened chimneys at Powder-
head, the burned out bed he and the old man had shared
standing between them, It was that struggle Tarwater expres-
sed to the lady at the lodge when he said "You got to do NO."

Now, in the boat, the inner struggle wells up again.
Rayber starts to speak. He tells Tarwater that he once had
tried to drown Bishop, but his nerve falled him (what &."vé
happened was that Blshop had put up a tremendous battle to
live, and Rayber had a sudden vision of the emptiness of his

1ife without the child). Tarwatér responds that his grand-
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uncle had always claimed Rayber ecouldn't do nothing, could-
n't act." Angered, Rayber says that his guts are in his
head, and he begins to speak against the old man as the boy
feels a growing nausea. When Rayber has denied the validity
of baptism and claimed that old Tarwater ruined both their
lives, so that now Tarwater 1s eaten up by false guilt, the
boy vomits his huge lunch into the lake. In a gesture of
sympathy, Hayber tells Tarwater, "Something'!s eating you on
the inside and I can tell you what it 18"; the boy tells him
to shut up, and Rayber threatens him with a future like the
old man's. _ Removing his shoes and trousers, Tarwater dives
from the boat and swims ashore, where he looks back to see
Rayber throwing the trousers into the water.

For the first time, Tarwater puts on the clothes his )
uncle had bought for him, and there 18 a new hard glint in
his eye. That night at dinner he cannot eat, and he and
Rayber again set each other off, Rayber insists upon telling
the boy that whet's eating him inside is the mission he has
from the old man, the instruction to baptize Rayber. Push-
ing his water glass toward Tarwater, he tells him to go a-
head, because baptism is a meaningless ritual. Ironically,
he explains things'in a way that offers Tarwater the choice
that was open to Adam and Eve, with Rayber speaking as the
devil's advocate. Tarwater must choose, he asserts, but he
must understand that the choice is between meaningless acts
on the one hand and, on the other, "being born again the

natural way--through your own efforts. Your intelligence"
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(VBA, 196). Asserting that, unl{ke his uncle, he can act,
Tarwater gains permission to take Bishop in the boat while
Rayber goes to rest. As the two boys leave, Bishop seems
to be leading--he has throughout the novel been attracted
to water; he has not been cleansed of .original sin,

Rayber falls asleep. It 1s after dark when he awakens,
and he goes to the window amidst a vast silence. Suddenly
he hears Bishop bellow, and as the sound dies away he knows
that Tarwater has drowned the child, baptizing him at the
same time, and that Tarwater haé gone.off to a violent en-

counter with his destiny:

He stood waiting for the raging pain, the intoler-
able hurt that was his due, to begin, so that he could
ignore it, but he continued to feel nothing. He stood
light-headed at the window and it was not until he re-

a11§ed there would be no pain that he collapsed. (VBA,
203 :

Having denied God, Rayber denied 1life; there 1ls nothing to
sustain him now that Bishop, his only hold on life, is gone.
Parwater understood his action to be "doing NO" to his
granduncle, and is troubled that the words of baptism slipved
out as he was drowning the idiot. He discounts the words as
accidental and insignificant in the face of the drownlng,
but the fact of the baptism will not leave his mind, and his
hunger tears at him. He tells the truck driver who picks
him up that he 1s hungry, but "not for the bread of 1ife";
still he cannot eat the sandwich the man gives him, and his
incoherent accounting of himself convinces the truck driver
that the boy is mad., In a foreshadowing of what is to be
Tarwater's destiny as a prophet,'the trucker makes him get

- .t - - - - - .
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out of the truck. The morning sqﬂ is hot and Tarwater de-
velops a great thirst that is not slaked by generous quantl-
ties of water two Negro boys allow him to draw from thelr
well. With his one nickel he stops to buy a soda from a
lady with whom his granduncle had traded, but she refuses
him, and reviles him for his failure to bury his uncle and
affirm the Resurrection and the Life. Expecting to defend
his actions, Tarwater instead is shocked to hear himself
utter an obscene reply. More dgéply troubled than ever,
he moves on toward Powderhead, where "I'm in charge now,"
as he says to the homosexual who offers him a ride, gives
him a marijuana cigarette and doped whiskey, and then rapes
the unconscious boy in a clearing in the woods.

When Tarwater comes to, he is outraged, apd sets fire
to the surrounding bushes and tregs, and then moves on to
what he knows is to be a final revelation. His eyes looked
"ag if, touched with a coal like the lips of the prophet,
they would never be used for ordinary sights again" (VBA,
233). As he nears Powderhead, he looks through a forked
tree at the clearing where the house had stood, and sees
the two blackened chimneys, "the sign of a broken covenant."
His friend, the voice, has returned, urging him to takg
possession of the place, because together they've won 1t:

The place was forsaken and his own. As he looked,

his dry lips parted. They seemed to be forced open by

a hunger toogreat to be contalned inside him. He stood

there open-mouthed, as if he had no further povwer to
move. (VBA, 237)
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He moves into the clearing,.ﬁhsre he finds that the
field has been freshly tended, and he confronts Buford Mun-
son over the mound of his granduncle's grave, Buford tells
him that he had buried the old man and put the cross over
his head while Tarwater had lain drunk. The field suddenly
seemed to Tarwater to be peopled with a multitude:
Everywhere, he saw dim figures seated on the slope and
as he gazed he saw that from a single basket the throng
was being fed. His eyes searched the crowd for a long
time as if he could not find the one he was looking for.
Then he saw him. The old man was lowering himself to
the ground. When he was down and his bulk had settled,
he leaned forward, his face turned toward the basket,
impatiently following its progress toward him. The
boy too leaned forward, aware at last of the object of
his hunger, aware that it was the same as the old man's
and that nothing on earth would fill him. His hunger
was so great that he could have eaten all the loaves
and fishes after they were multiplied. (VBA, 241)
He feels his hunger now not as a pain but as a tide rising
in him as he knew it to have risen "in a line of men whose
lives were chosen to sustain it, who would wander in the
world, strangers from that violent country where the sllence
is never broken except to shout the truth." The flames from
the fire he had set in the woods appear to him "a red-gold
tree of fire" that "would consume the darkness in one tre-
mendous burst of flame." It is for him the fire that had
purified and cormmanded the 0ld Testament prophets, and he
throws himself upon his granduncle's grava, hearing himself
commanded to "GO WARN THE CHILDREN OF GOD OF THE TERRIBLE
SPEED OF MERCY." Smearing dirt from the grave on his fore-
head, he sets forth, '

Both Tarwater and Rayber have learned that "all our
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righteousnesses are as filthy ragi"ﬂ(lsaiah 6l:6), to differ-
ent ends. Rayber, who cufsed his grandfather, malliciously
denied God and cannot know the saving power of grace. . Tar-
water comes to know the saving power of His grace though he,
too, had denled God. The difference derives from concern,
which operates powerfully in Tarwater and which does not
function in Rayber, whose only interest is in protecting
himself--it is telling that O'Connor chooses to say that
his professional decisions did not involve participation.
That term is important in the philosophy of Gabriel Marcel,
who uses it to describe involvement in the trial of 1life
growing out ot the continuing concern for meaning in life,
which concern takes its force from the dilscovery of one's
true identity. That true identity is, as we have seen,
discovered in the recognition of one's limitations at the
anguished moment when one accepts the mystery that lies
beyond the knowable world and towards which all thought
looks. For Rayber things have no meaning beyond themselves,
and to think they do is madness; for Tarwater, the meaning
must come from beyond--even when ha_was looking for a way
to escape his granduncle's God, he expected direction from
a sign. _

The novel advances the values of falth, hope, and
charity, and posits that these are only possible if one
loves, which is the avenue to knowledge of God's love and
to authentic being. To love is to affirm God and to parti-

cipate in life with vital concern for authentic meaning.
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Pride and self-righteousness are_éhe chief traps set by the
devil, end it takes a violent event to free a man from them,
All men can be warned, but each must learn for himself--each
must re-enact the sin of Adam. Hence the violence ‘done to
prophets, which 1s the destiny of Tarwater at the end of
the novel. And hence the enduring power of John's severed
head upon the platter.

Polished as the novel 1s, it is not O'Connor at her
best. She is best in her short stories, and 1t 1s not simp-
ly because it is difficult to shstain a grotesque novel. It
seems to go_beyond thet; her missionary purpose takes domi-
nance over the basic clarity of her vision when she works in
the longer form, and her hand becomes heavy. While The Vio-

lent Bear It Away does not come as perilously close to

allegory as does Wise Blood, the contrivances of plot show
through rather too clearly and her symbols tend to become
too baldly symbolic, as with Rayber and his continual jump-
ing into pools and crying out for baptism. The result is
that her apocalyptic vision 1is compromised; her sharp visual
images are as successful as ever in providing ironic humor,
but the necessary suspense is never established and the in-
evitability of the outcome is too clear from the begirning
for the ending to have its intended force. |
O'Connor recognized that the novel was not wholly suc-
cessful, apparently. She recast its materials in "The Lame
Shall Enter First,"2 and it is interesting to notice how
she simplified them there. Rayber becomes Sheppard, the

\\\\\
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widowed City Recreational Directqf who works on Saturdays
as a counselor in a boys"reformatory, "receiving nothing
for it but the satisfaction of knowing he was helping boys
no one else cared about." Bishop becomes Norton, Sheppard's
son about whom he doesn't care; he is.a child of about
average intelligence who spends his lonely days yearning
for his dead mother, selling seeds, and counting the money
he saves. Francis Marion Tarwater becomes Rufus Johnson,
club-footed and the smartest boy in the reformatory, whom it
is Sheppard's ambition to rescﬁe from his fanatical funda-
mentalist grandfather in order that he, Sheopard, might
"make something" of the boy. All that remains of old Tar-
water Is Rufus! grandfather, who has'gong "with a remnant"
to the hills "to bury some Bibles in a cave and take two of
different kinds of animals and all . . . like Noah. Only
this time it's going to be fire, not flood" (ERC, 158). The
grandfather never appears.

Rufus is the incarnation of evil and functions to de-
stroy the self-righteousness of Sheppard, which he does by
forcing the man to recognize his fallure to lcve, and again
one is reminded of I John 4: 12 and 20 ("If we love one a-
nother, God dwelleth in us," and "He that loveth not his
brother whom he hath seen, how can he love God whom hé hath
not seen?"). Sheppard pities him because he is crippled,
beaten by his grandfather, eatls from garbage cans, and had
disreputable parents., But Sheppard cannot see the pitiable

condition of his own son, who disappoints him and by whom
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he is occasionally repelled. He_fakes Rufus in, and tries
to remake him by the light of reason; he meets with hatred,
recalcitrance, and defeat. Thinking Norton selfish, he
hopes thet having to share with Rufus will cure that ill,
not realizing he gives nothing important fb share with any-
body. He wants to rescue Rufus from crime and the Bilble.

Rufus announces that he is in Satan's control, and he
believes it. The product of perverse fundamentalism, he
believes in predestination, and the conditions of his 1life
make 1t clear to him that he is.not emong the elect. The
symbolic 1m§ge of his distorted nature is his cludb foot,
which he treats always as if he recognizes it as the embodi-
ment of- his identity, and he refuses to wear the new special
shoe Sheppard has made for him, praferring instead the old
tattered shoe he has always worn.

Rufus thinks that Sheppard is dumb and knows that the
tests Sheppard administers to boys at the reformatory do
not reveal what is inside the boys. He tells Norton that
Sheppard "ain't right," and it is clear to the reader that
what is wrong with the man is his deficiency of love, which
is incapacitating before man and denies access to God. De-
monically, Rufus plays on Sheppard's weakness, When Rufus
1s arrested for a crime he did not commit, Sheppard dis-
believes the boy's protestations of innocence and lets him
spend the night in Jailﬁa—The-hoit'morning Rufus, his inno-
cence established, aggravates Sheppard's sense of gullt for
that lack of fate. Sheppard debases himself before the boy,
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and redoubles his efforts to cony?nce the boy of his confi-
dence in him. When the pdlice come for Rufus a second time,
he boldly sends them away; but when he goes to Rufus' room to
tell him of this expression of his confidence, his lack of
confidence is what shows through as he tries to assure him-
self that Rufus is not in fact guilty of this second crime.
The boy cleverly reassures him, and has Sheppard fully in his
satanic trep--Sheppard, pleased to have won the boy's confi-
dence, chooses to ignore the beckoning Norton so as not to
destroy that confidence; we knoﬁ that Norton is beckoning
his father to truth, and that Rufus is gullty.

Meanwhile, Sheppard has thrown the two boys together
everyday, and Rufus is using Norton as another means of ex-
pressing his hatred for Sheppard. Rufus tells Norton that
perhaps he can see his mother in heaven, if she was a good
woman and believed in God as Norton claims, by looking
through a telescope Sheppard has bought to interest Rufus
in science. Sheppard is upset, and tells Norton his mother
is nowhere, but simply in peace, Norton eagerly responds
to the possibility that he might see the mother he mourns,
and Rufus begins reading to him from the Bible to encourage
the boy in the belief in the afterlife. Sheppard orders him
to get rid of the Bible; Rufus defiantly eats the pageé from
which he has been reading, and stomps out to commit another
erime. Norton goes to the attic telescope and believes he
sees his mother, to whom he waves; typically, Sheppard tells
him that all he sees is a bunch of stars and that he must
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g0 to bed in fifteen minutes. Hgﬁing handled Norton with
the insensitivity characteristic of his treatment of the
child, he returns downstairs to ponder his problems with
the case of Rufus, forgetting his son. He 1s interrupted
by the arrival of two policemen with Rufus handcuf'fed be-
tween them. Rufus only wanted Sheppard to see him, to
know that he was guilty, and underscoring the nature of
Sheppard's fallure, he tells the policemen that Sheppard had
made "Immor'l suggestions" to him--that there was no hell.

Defeated, Shepvard returns.alone into the house, trying
to convince himself that he has nothing to reproach himself
with. His pride wounded, he applies the salve of the tritest
of plous self-reassurances on the theme of his having done
more for Rufus than he had for his own child. Suddenly the
full truth of this is borne in on him, and he runs to the
attic to find Norton, perore his eyes a vision:

He saw.the clear-eyed Devil, the sounder of hearts,

leering at him from the eyes of Johnson, His image

of -himself shrivelled until everything before him

was black. (ERC, 190)
The speed of God's mercy is terrible. Norton has hanged
himself, hoping to join his mother in heaven.

Not only does the retelling of the story make all the
points of the novel, but it does 8o with greater persuasive-
ness and force. No symbol is overloaded, the characters are

truer to life, the situation is plausible. This kind of
artistic maturity marks the stories of Eveéxthing That Rises

Sy
S
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Must Converge. In this collection, O'Connor continues to
inveigh against the sin of pride and self-righteousness, but
there 1s an emphasis given that concern that differentiates

these stories from Wise Blood and the first collection of

stéries, and that seems to have taken ‘shape in The Violent

Bear It Away. While her texts might still have been those

from Isaiah and the Apocalypse that warn against pride, she

" expressesa a stronger sense of I John }4:12, "If we love one
another, God dwelleth in us," as if she has come to see that
pride is only the symptom of a disease--the fallure of love,
which separates man from man because 1t bespeaks his willful
separation of himself from God. If we love one another, we
can come to know God, to participation in his world--further,
love makes us accessible to the direct intimation of God that
is His grace: "Everything that rises must converge."

In the title story, the character Julian falls to love
his mother. Bored and irritated by her,:he condescends to
her and hates her continual chatter about the glories of her
ruined aristocratic family. In his pride, he always lectures
her about her own, reminding her, ironically, "You aren't who
you think you are." When his mother enters into a game of
peek-a-boo with a Negro child on the bus on which they are
riding, he sees it as condescension--as does the child's
mother--and tries to stop her, When they get off the bus,

8o do the Negro mother and child, and against his admoni-
tions, Julian's mother calls the child back to receive a

penny. The Negro woman, enraged, knocks her down with her
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bright red purse. Julian, typically ignoring his knowledge
that his mother has never been shrewish or ungenerous, tells
her she got exactly what she deserved, and that the gracious
world she hangs onto in her mind is obsolete. Stricken, the
woman needs his support, but he lets go and she falls:

A tide of darkness seemed to be sweeping her from him.
"Mother!" he cried. "Darling, sweetheart, wait!" . .
He dashed forward and fell at her side, crying "Mamma,
Marmal!™ He turned her over. Her face was flercely
distorted. OCne eye, large and staring, moved slightly
to the left as if it had become unmoored. The other
remained fixed on him, raked his face again, found
nothing and closed. (ERC, 22-23)

Calling to her to wait for him, he runs screaming for help,
but "The tide of darkness seemed to sweep him back to her,
postponing from moment to moment his entry into the world of
guilt and sorrow."

In "Greenleaf," Mrs. May is a grasping, self-righteous
woman whose fallure of love causes her to see the whole world
--even her sons--as her enemies. Thinking she has made
her farm successful by her "iron hand"~--her hand is, signifi-
cantly, small, delicate, and blue-veined--she hovers over it
like a dark angel ready to do violence to any threatening
specter. Fearing that her sons, who are the unhap»y, un-
loving offspring such a woman could only produce, will marry
"trash" after her death (though they are in thelr thirties
and established in their careers, they continue to live at
home), she has the property entalled in her will so that they
cannot leave it to their wives.. She is awakened one night
by a rambuncéious bull outside her window, his horns wreathed
in leaves from her shrubbery. Learning that the bull has

been allowed to escape from the farm belonging to the sons
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of her hired man, Greenleaf, she becomes all the more enraged.
Greenleaf has been with her fifty years, but she despises him
because he never does exactly what she wants at the exact time
she wants 1t done, and because his wife 1s a religious fana-
tic whose house is dirty. She resents the success of his
two sons, who are veterans of the S;cond World War and have
aveiled themselves of every benefit possible from the gov-
ernment--her enemy--to bulld a more up-to-date dailry farm
than hers. Thus she sets a deadline by which time they nust
retrieve the bull--which threatens to upset her breeding
schedule--before she makes Greenleaf shoot it. The Green-
leaf boys do not want the uncontrollasble animal, and ignore
her ultimatum. Taking particular pleasﬁfe in making Green-
leaf shoot a bull belonging to his own sons, she drives
him out to the back pasture and waits while the man goes
into the woods to kill the bull., She dozes on the bumper
.of her car while she waits; when she awakes, it 1is past
the time limit she had set for the operation and she can
see nothing of either Greenleaf or the bull. Suddenly
the bull emerges from the woods, bounding toward he:r witih
"a gay almost rocking gait as if he were overjoyed at find-
ing her again" (ERC, 52). One of his horns plerces her
heart, the other encircles her in a binding grip, and she
is pulled forward on 1ts head in a posture suggesting that
she is "whispering some last discovery in the animal's ear.”
In playing the unloving god, sﬁe has denied the true force

of life, and that force has taken just vengeance.
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Asbury, of "The Enduring Chill," is another of 0'Con-
nor'!'s characters who warn against the trap of intellectual-
ism., Sent north to be educated, he came to see himself as
comorehending all there is to know. He remained in the
north to become a writer, but his sense of superior knowledge
induces an ennul; he finds he has néthing to say, and the
only thing he writes is a long letter to his mother, to be
opened after his death, in which he details the way her
Christian valués have ruined his life. Typically, even the
letter is unfinished, symbolizing the failure of his under-
standing. He becomes convinced that he is mortally 111, and
returns home to die. He resents his mother's genuine con-
cern, despises his skeptical sister (who'claims his problem
is psychosomatic; an educator, she is a reflection of As-
bury), and is enraged that his mother calls in the local
doctor {Asbury scoffs at the doctor's ability--he's been to
‘the best in the north, who found nothing wrong, so how could
a clowning country doctor?). He has his mother call in ﬁhe
two Negroes with whom he thinks he once established a bond
by encouraging them to smoke in the dalry against his
mother's orders and by drinking the unpasteurized milk they
refuse to touch because she absolutely forbade it. An
1llusion is stripped away; the Negroes offer him only con-
ventional reassurances and seem more interested in his gifts
of cigarettes. Then Asbury has his mother, to her horror,
call in a priest--he was once impressed by the cynical in-

[
tellect of a Jesuit in New York--so that he can have the
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final solace of an intellectual conversation. But the
country priest who comes 18 blind in one eye and only admon-
ishes Asbury to learn his catechism and pray dally for the
touch of the Holy Ghost. Asbury sends the priest away and
convinces himself that he has been right about the world;
he works himself into a condition 1h which he 18 sure death
is coming rapidly. Just as he thinks it 1s upon him, the
country doctor comes in with the announcement that Asbury's
i1llness is undulant fever. Asbury knows that he got it from
drinking the unpasteurized milk, an act he knows to have been
undertaken as a gesture of his superior understanding of,
and attitude toward, the two Negroes, His self-love had
made him deny the value of life; now he.is humbled:

He saw that for the rest of his days, frail, racked,

but enduring, he would live in the face of a purifying

terror. A feeble cry, a last impossible protest es-
caped him. But the Holy Ghost, emblazoned in ice in-
stead of fire, continued, implacable, to descend.

(ERC, 114)

In "A View of the Woods," Mark Fortune is another man
who is confident of his own wisdom as a sufficlent guide,
and outside himself the only thing he can love is what he
sees as the image of himself embodied in his granddaughter,
Mary Fortune Pitté. The only thing about her that troubles
him is his sense that she is almost eager for the whipnings
her father administers when her behavior is most like her
grandfather's, and then her denial that the beatings take
place. She says she yould kill any man who tried to beat
her, and in %hia reflects her grandfather most fully. The
0ld man fails to see that what he loves is an ugly image,

the false god of his own pride. When the girl strongly

L
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oonoses his projected sale of a piece of land that she wants
him to keep because it alone guarantees the famlly a view
into the distance, he decides that he must beat her as her
father does, in order to beat the "Pitts" out of her, She
is demonic in her attack upon him, dbringing him to death's
door. When she gets him onto the g;ound and tries to make
him concede defeat, he manages to overcome her, saying that
he is "pure Fortune," and hits her head against a rock.
Discovering that he has killed her, he dies of a heart at-
tack partly induced by the excitement of the girl's attack
upon him. His perverted love of a graven image has brought
him to death and damnation.

In "The Comforts of Home," Thomas i; beguiled by anoth-
er kind of false god, the narrow standards of his middle-
class society. These standards have been deeply inculcated
in him by his dead father, who had been a lawyer and whose
'voice in Thomas' mind throughout the story prompts him to
acts of evil that will ensure the family's good name and
tells Thomas how to cover up the true nature of those acts,
Thomas! sense of propriety 1s outraged and his security
threatened when his charitable mother rescues from the county
jail a slut, Sarah Ham, who 1s down on her luck. The mother
brings the girl home in an act of genuine charity, hooing
that the influence of a good family will retrieve the girl
from error. Thomas is unsuccessful in playing upon his moth-
er's sense of the proprieties, ;nd the girl remains in the

house, ever more threatening because of the
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temptations she offers Thomas. The father?'s voice urges
Thomas to try various means of getting rid of the girl, all
futile. Finally the voice and Thomas comé up with a plan to
put a gun in the girl's burse and persuade.the sheriff to
search her room. Overcoming his embarrassment at revealing
his mother's weakmness to Sheriff Farebrother, Thomas goes
to him and tells him his problem, saying he knows the girl
has a gun. Farebrother encourages him, invoking the image
of the father as & man who knew how to accomplish what he
wanted done. But the girl finds the gun and accuses Thomas
of putting it in her purse. Thomas, at the voice's prompting,
claims he found it there, and grabs the gun away from her.
His father's voice tells him to pull the trigger, and as he
does, his mother physically intervenes. When the sheriff
opens the door, Thomas and the slut are about to-collnpse
into each other's arms over the dead body of his mother.
The values Thomas upheld will obtain esgainst him,

Two of the most effectively moving stories in the col-
lection are also two of the most apocalyptic: "Parker's
Back" and "Revelation.” |

"parker's Back" is the story of Obadiah Elihue Parker,
a militant atheist who at his moral nadir hears the call to
grace and accepts it with an act of love that realizes the
hopefulness signalled in his having been named for provhets.
His ironic foil in the story is Sarah Ruth Cates, a victim
of fﬁndamentalism who lacks the qualities suggested by her
eponyms. Briefly, Parker 1s attracted to Sarah Ruth because
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she is the first girl to reject his sexual advances. His
spiritual potential is revealed in.his attraction to her
religion, which he fails to see as sin-sniffing piety, and
also in his wish to escape her--he is attrécted unconscilously
to God and equally unconsciously repelled by false religion.
The very mﬁmsnt after he decides he will not ask her to marry
him, he does so, and lives with her a life of growing dis-
satisfaction. But his fascination with religion grows-at the
same time that he rails agalnst the way it works in his life
through the agency of his wife. Then one day while he is
atrpggling mentally with the problem his wife prgsents, he
runs his tractor into a tree. The tractor bursts into flame,
as do the shoes that were ripped from his feet, and he is a-
mazed that he has emerged unscathed; it troubles his spirit.
Before he was married he had gone to have a new tattoo each
time his spirit was troubled, and although Sarah-Ruth hates
the tattoos, he goes now for a new one‘on his back--the only
part of his body not already covered. At the tattoo parlor
a grotesque image of a Byzantine Christ calls out to him from
the pages of the catalog of designs. Fascinated, awed, and
mystified, he chooses that image, which takes two days to be
reproduced on his back. Between sessions, he drinks to es-
cape his troubled spirit, but he cannot get away from it,
and when the tattoo is finished, he getﬁ drunk, fights with
men in a pool hall who laugh nervously at the raw tattoo, and
spends the night in a dark alley, anguished. He emerges
from the alley triumphantly convinced that the eyes of the
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Byzantine Chr;st have pulled him to God. He returns home
joyful in a feeling that his soul is as full of light and
as lively and colorful as his gally decorated body.

When he arrives home, however, he faces a trial. The
volce of Sarah Ruth from behind the locked door is unfeeling;
she won't let him in so long as he identifles himself by his
initials instead of the prophet's names he hates. Lovingly
he whispers the names,'and she lets him in. But she has
only wanted to bring him to heel by making him acknowledge
the names, and her perverted Christianity Aisables her from
understanding the love in his act; in her self-righteousness
sh§ does not see that her faith,ip those names is the wor-
ship of forms, of a kind of graven image. Hence when Parker
removes his shirt to show her the sigﬂ of his new rellgion,
she tells him "you ain't going to have none of me this near
morning," and when she sees the Byzantine Christ she does
not recognize it as a deplction of Christ. When he explains
it to her, shé accuses him of idolatry and beats him out of
the house with a broom, leaving him "leanlng against the
tree, crying like a baby" (ERC, 2hlLi).

It is of course Sarah Ruth's religion that follows the
narrow dictates of men and presumes to know the will and ways
of God. Parker, on the other hand, has won through to the
abyss, and understands that his tattoo of the demanding .
Byzantine Christ is, as Haze Motes put it, "just a way to
say a thing"; in his tears he transcends Sarah Ruth's
moralistic certainty, and faces the provhet's destiny.
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The protagonist of "Revelation," too, 1s one of 0O'Con-
nor's "images of man forced out to -meet the extremes of his
own nature." To a fundamentalist's view, Mrs. Turpin is a
good woman, and that is the view Mrs. Turpin self-righteocusly
holds., She makes that clear to the people assembled in a
doctor's waiting room, in a declaration of her gratitude to

God for having favored her:

“"If it's one thing I am," Mrs., Turpin said with
feeling, "it's grateful. When I think who all I could
have been besides myself and what all I got, a little
of everything, and a good disposition besldes, I just
feel like shouting, 'Thank you, Jesus, for making every-
thing the way 1t 1s!' It could have been different."
For one thing, somebody else could have got Claud. At
the thought of this, she.was flooded with gratitude and
a terrible pang of joy ran through her. "Oh thank you,

Jggus, Jesus, thank youl" she cried aloud. (ERC, 205~
0

Instantly the scene becomes surrealistic as we see
through Mrs. Turpin's consciousness distorted by a blow from
a book that a Wellesley girl, ironically named M;ry Grace,
has thrown at the woman., The girl has become so enraged by
Mrs. Turpint's righteousness that she has to be pinned to the
floor to be given a calming shot; when Mrs. Turpin leans
toward her, mystified, the girl calls her a wart hog, and
tells her to "Go back to hell where you came from" (ERC,
208).

Returning home, Mrs., Turpin is too troubled to nap as
she lays beside her sleeping husbandj she cannot understand
how she can be herself and saved at the same time she can be
a wart hog from hell.

She scowled at the ceiling. Occasionally she ralised
her fist and made a small stabbing motion over her
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chest as if she was defending her innocence to invisi-
ble guests who were like the comforters of Job, reasona-
ble-seeming but wrong. (ERC,. 209-10)

Reminding us of Apocalypse 3: 17-19--"Because thou say-
est I am rich and increased with goods, an& have need of
nothing, and knowest not that thou art wretched and misera-
ble and blind and naked"--Mrs. Turpin is rather less than a
Job. But like him she challenges God, Whom by now it 1s
clear she understands to have spoken through Mary Grace:

"What do you send me a message like that for?" she
said in a low fierce voice, barely above a whisper but
with the force of a shout in its concentrated fury. . .
"Wwhy.me?" she rumbled. "It!'s no trash around here,
black or white, that I haven't given to. And break my
back to the bone every day working. And do for the
church . . . If you like trash better, go get yourselfl
some trash then ., . . Or you could have made me &
nigger . . ." (ERC, 215-16)

The surrounding silence enrages her further, heightening
her frustration at having lost her orientation in the world.
Her angry volce rolls out over the pasture: -

"Go on," she yelled, "call me a hog! Call me a hog a-
gain. From hell, Call me a wart hog from hell. Put
that bottom rail on top. There'll still be a top and
a bottomi"

A garbled echo returned to her.

A final surge of fury shook her and she roared,
"Wwho do you think you are?"

The color of everything, field and crimson sky,
burned for a moment with a transparent intensity. The
question carried over the pasture and across the high-
way and the cotton field and returned to her clearly
like an answer from beyond the wood.

She opened her mouth but no sound came out of 1it.
(BRC, 216)

Her answer has come, and it has come fram her own
mouth, though the sunset and the echo suggest a divine re-
sponse. Only her own voice confronts her with the hybristic
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enormity of hgr own question, and it silences her with the
consciousness that she does not enjoy the special protection
of God., Overcome by the sense of the fragility of human
powers and of human susceptibility to arbl%rary possibili-
ties, Mrs. Turpin is rendered immobile for a time. Then she
turns to look numbly at the hogs she has been fiercely hosing
through all this, and she has a vision that is reminiscent
of the vision of Antoine Roquentin in Sartre's La nausde3:

.« « o« like a monumental statue coming to life, she
bent her head slowly and gazed, as if through the very
heart of mystery, down into the pig parlor at the hogs.
They had settled all in one corner around the old sow
who was grunting softly. A red glow suffused them.
They appeared to pant with a secret 1life.

Until the sun slipped finally behind the tree line,
Mrs. Turoin. remained there with her gaze bent to them
as if she were absorbing some abysmel life-giving know-
ledge. At last she lifted her head. There was only a
purple streak in the sky, cutting through a field of
erimson and leading, like an extension of the highway,
into the descending dusk. She raised her hands from
the side of the pen in a gesture hieratic and profound.
A visionary light settled in her eyes. She saw the
streak as a vast swinging bridge extending upward from
the earth through a field of living fire. Upon it a
vast horde of souls were rumbling toward heaven. There
were whole companies of white-trash, clean for the first
time in their lives, and bands of black niggers in
white robes, and battalions of freaks and lunatics
shouting and clapping and leaping like frogs. And
bringing up the end of the procession was a tribe of
people whom she recognized at once as those who, like
herself and Claud, had always had a little of every-
thing and the God-given wit to use it right. She leaned
forward to observe them closer. They were marching be-
hind the others with great dignity, accountable as they
had always been for good order and common sense and re-
spectable behavior. They alone were on key. Yet she
could see by their shocked and altered faces that even
their virtues were being burned away. She lowered her
hands and grioped the rail of the hog pen, her eyes

sma%l but fixed unblinkingly on what lay ahead. (ERC,
- 217
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Ironically the graceless Mary Grace has been the agent
of divine graée. Burned clean of her self-righteousness,
Mrs. Turpin hears "the volces of tﬁe souls climbing upwarq
into the starry field and shouting hallelujah" in the sound
of invisible cricket choruses.

In every story, then, man confronts the abyss; in some
stories it is deeper, wilder, darker than in others, but it |
is always there. The vision of the abyss, however, is wholly
affirmative, however austerely. The.final story in Every-
thing That Rises Must Converge, "Judgement Day," guards a-

gainst our missing that point. In the opening story, "Every-
thing That Rises Must Converge," Julian's mothert's stroke
is redemptive for him, but the story ends with him facing
the grimness of his future as & humbled man., In "Judgement
Day," the grotesque position in which Tanner's daugh er finds
his body shoved through the stair bannister redeems and re-
vivifies her, because it leads her to an act of love and
fidelity that loosens the worldly bonds on her spirit.
Tanner's great eagerness to return to his beloved home
in the South, of which he had been dispossessed before his
daughter took him into her northern city home, where he can
die among his friends, is his expression of spiritual long-
ing to return to the "true country," the kingdom of Heaven.
His daughter is insensitive to that, just.as Tanner's way of
expressing his friendliness to the Negroes in the next apart-
ment 18 misunderstood as condescension from & foolish old

man. But Tanner's yearning is great, and he seizes the first
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opportunity for escape after he learns his daughter plans
not to bury his remains in the South, Too feeble to nego-
tiate the stairs, he falls as the Negro neighbors are coming
up. His call to them is misunderstood, and the Negro man
brutally kicks him and then shoves his head through the rail-
ing, where the old man dies.

The daughter buries him in New York Gity, but:

. o« o after she had done it she could not sleep at

night. Night after night she turned and tossed and

very definite lines began to appear in her face, 80

she had him dug up and shipped the body to Corinth.

Now she rests well at night and her good looks have
mostly returned. (ERC, 269)

Ot'Connor calls us to love one another that we may love
God and 1live in peace with ourselves as participants in God's
world. The humility of the "I-thou" relatlionship in this
world makes us accessible to the "ToThou" reiationship with
God, but it can only be achieved after one has made a firm
choice against the miles of snares lald by the devil in this
world, the wrench away from which must be violent and must
be private because onl, the confrontation with one's own
limitqtions can lead to the suthentic being humility implles.
o1 Gom;; saw her role an artist ss the rols of the Frovhet,
and.as such she has offered us images of man confronting his
1imitations to warn us of our own neadrfor such self-apprais-

al. And her use of the grotesque seeks to prepare us for

the pain of that occasion when it occurs.



190
NOTES T0 CHAPTER IV

- 1. The Violent Bear It Aua¥ .{New York, 1960), L.
He .eafter designated VBA, appearing in the text within pa-
rentheses, along with the numbers of the pages cited.

2. "The Lame Shall Enter First," in Everything That
Rises lMust Converge (New York, 1965). References %o this
and other stories rrom this volume will carry the parentheti-

cal designation ERC, avpearing in the text along with numbers
of pages cited.

3. Jean-Paul Sartre, La nausfe (Paris, 1938), 179-89.

Lloyd Alexander (New York, 1559) translates the passage as
follows: .

It left me breathless. Never, untll these last
few days, had I understood the meaning of "existence."
I was like the others, like the ones walking along the
gseashore, all dressed in their spring finery. I said,
like them, "The ocean is green; that white speck up
there is a seagull,™ buf I didn't feel that it exlsted
or that the seagull was an "existing seagull'; usually
existence hides itself., It is there, around us, in us,
it is us, you can't say two words without mentioning 1it,
but you can never touch it. When I believed I was
thinking about it, I must believe that I was thinking
nothing, my head was empty, or there was just one word
in my head, the word "to be." Or else I was thinking
. + show can I explain it? I was thinking of belonging,
I was telling myself that the sea belonged to the c%ass
of green objects, or that the green was a part of the
quality of the sea. Even when I looked at things, I
was miles from dreaming thet they existed: they looked
like scenery to me. I picked them up in my hands, they
served me as tools, I foresaw their resistance. But
that all happened on the surface. If anyone had asked
me what existence was, I would have answered, in good
faith, that it was nothing, simply an empty form which
was added to external things without changing anything
in their nature. And then all of a sudden, there it
was, clear as day: existence had suddenly unveiled
jtself. It had lost the harmless look of an abstract
category: 1t was the very paste of things, this root
was kneaded into existence. Or rather the root, the
park gates, the bench, the sparse grass, all that had
vanished: the diversity of things, thelr individuali-
ty, were only an appearance, & veneer, This veneer
had melted, leaving soft, monstrous masses, all in

_disorder--naked, in a frightful, obscene nakedness.
(171-72)

Sartre of course is not affirming anything like Christian
truth, but he does affirm life itself as real and, in itself,
meaningful, something to which one must give oneself.

~



CHAPTER V

- [Flannery 0'Connor/ carried the memento mori in her
Very bones, and the result was a vision essentially
apocalyptic. It is she herself who, looking through
a glaas darkly, was the prophet. By the urgency of her
vision she forces and bends our own seeing face-to-
e bar ot hoe having been 8 Christisn wriber.l

g .

O'Connor herself said that death was a brother to her
imaginetion because she was born Catholic, and that it was
therefore impossible for her to imagine a story that did not
end in death or in its foreshadowings. There 1is not a work
in her canon that fails to support her claim. Even Tarwaten,
going off to realize his proohetic vocation at the end of
The Violent Bear It  Away.is doing 8o because his own close
brush with death has been the final propellant in his head-
long drive toward the abyss that enforces upon the conscious-
ness an inescapable awareness of the contingency of our
l1ives. Mr. Head and Norton, of "The Artificial Nigger,"
perhaps have no suéh direct ihtimation of death per se, but
the unifying force of their encounter Qith the lopsided,
cracked, and peeling hitching vpost cast in the image of
negro, because of its complete absurdity to their understand-
ings, is the force of mystery, a particularly ominous fore-
shadowing of death. Asbury, at the end of "The Enduring
Chill," is not going fo die but to live "in the face of a
purifying terror" induced by the success of his own imagina-

tion in making the imminence of death real.

191
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With death as the brother to her imagination, it is only
natural that OtConno.''s vision of reality should be austere,
and that she should be concerned to find values that offer
some promise of meaning'in this 1ife. The.hollowness of the
false gods she saw dominating the modern world could not pro-
vide anything of lasting meaning in the 1life of an individual
man or bring men together in harmony, and certainly the gods
of materialism, rendering life trivial, offer no justifica-
tion for man's necessity to face the anguish of death. The
problem O!Connor faced as a Christian writer was the problem
she faced as a person, which was to find evidence of meaning
in human 1life within that 1life itself. The distant point of
truth must offer sign of its existence in the concrete im-
mediate facts of human life or the human mind cannot accept
the truth. For a devout Christian, the absence of such evi-
dence would be intolersble; man cannot have freedom of will
~ if there are no alternative choices. It is in her urgent
recognition of the need to find transcendent meaning within
the terms of the knowable world that O'Connor has her basic
affinity with the "new realists," the existentialist phenom-
enologlsts.

Casting a penetrating eye upon the world of men, O!'Con-
nor found men's dissatisfaction with their lives to be the
basic evidence that there is meaning beyond ourselves--if
all men aspire to something beyond and difficult of attain-
ment, it has to be because there is something towards which
they aspire, and the aspiration itself bespeaks the pulling
force of that larger meaning, and suggests that there is in
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us all a lingering intimation of the existence of such mean-
ing, as if man had known it direétly and then lost clezr view
of it., Thus the story of the fall becomes bellevable without
resort to pious and illogical superstition. Man knew God and
lost sight of Him through hybristic denial of His superior
knowledge. The price of that hybris is great, but fair.
Man was cast out of the immediate presence of God intoc pain,
blinded by worldly temptations, but endowed with the meﬁory
of God's transcendence and the bliss He offers man.’ As the
conditions of worldly existence become increasingly ugly and
chaotic, stronger in their suggestion that 1life is absurd,
the inner ufge toward transcendent meaning becomes corres-
pondingly insistent and offers man the potential to return
to grace. Man thus has a réal choice to make, and 1is con-
stantly reminded of the possibilitles between which he must
choose. To choose meaning defined by the phenomenal world
18 to deny the inner urge towards transcendence of the
physical world and hence to deprive oneself of one's true
identity--it is an ironic betrayal of oneself because the
materialistic choice responds to one's sense of the need to
rise sbove his known condition but is perverted by faith in
the false god of human reaéon. As Marcel believes, experi-
ence "intends" meaning and the objective appraisal of the
experience of thought reveals the urge to spiritual trans-
cendence.,

Thus in O'Comnor we find the spiritual longing for
God that proves His exlstence figured forth in many ways:
Haze Motes has the insistent ragged fiéure moving from
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tiee to tree in the back of his mind and is unable to con-
ceive of a way to deny Christ except by following the modes
of religious thought and action; Enoch Emory yearns for love
and 1ts elusiveness encourages in him a susceptiblility to
the presence of mystery in the world that might, had he not
rejected it, have brought him to gr;ce--and his search for
love and meaning also follows the patterns of religious ri-
tual. Young Tarwater is pulled toward God in his search
for identity, and in him the sign of the urge toward trans-
cendent meaningj-.”gis concern to discover truth. In Mrs.
Turpin, the eveiﬁr::ent intimations of mysterious truth
are given shape in her mind at night wheg:aha is troubled ‘
by recognizing that persons less worthy tfhnn’“lhl lién- to:
have more of the world!'s goods. The grandm§ther récognizes
herself in The Misfit's description of his inability to com-
prehend the world; Mrs. McIntyre, of "The Displaced Person,"
.reveals that the same force 1s operative within her through
her impatience with self-righteous persons like herself and
her instant recognition of the enormity of her guilt in the
murder of Guizac. O. E. Parker is drawn to Sarah Ruth and the
demanding eyes of a tattooist's image of a Byzantine Christ.
The 1list could go on, but the point is clear--the pull of
God 1s present in all O'!'Connor's characters, albeit differ-
ently manifested from figure to figure,

The differences among these manifestations point. to

another affinity between O'Connor and Cathollc existential-

jsm. Each man must accept his own limitations before he can

know the grace of God; it is only in humility that one can



1y AL PN TR e e A T A Rt A ST

195
have faith in anything beyond himself, can love anything or

o

anyone other than himself, can be merciful in his judgments
and charitable in his actions. These qualities are the
signs of salvation, of a man's having found his authentic
identity not in terms of the problems of this world but in
terms of the mystery that exists be&ond; they signal his
readiness for participation in the life God wants for us,
But men differ, and the devil's many snares operate accord--
ingly, so that the workings of God within individual humans
vary to meet the need. The original sin was hybris, and
from it all sins floﬂ, producing the painful conditions of
human 1ife. Pride is a personal thing, and it must be over-
come within oneself, which can only happ;n for any man if he
is brought to confrontation,with his own 11m1tations--each
must undergo his own versioﬂ of the fall and tl. |agu1|h at-
tendant upon it or he carnot exercise the freedom of his
.will. Only a violent inner upheaval will strip a man of.
his pride, and only that violence will provide the strength
to fend off resurgent pride if the experience of anguish
leads to a right moral choice. The speed of God's mercy 1s
terrible, the way to His gate is narrow and the gate itself
is strait. As The Misfit put it in speaking of the grand-
mother, "She would of been a good woman . . . if it had been
somebody there to shoot her every minute of her life."

Thus each of 0'Connor's protagonists must face up to
his own experience of the fall ;nd that must be in terms
that correspond to his own life. Those two "temples of the

Holy Ghost," Joanne and Susan, are not led to Christian hu-
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mility by the teachings of the muns. The protestant self-
righteousness of all the Mrs.ATﬁrpins. Mrs. Shortleys, Mrs,
McIntyres, Mrs. Hopewells, Julians and Thomases of O!'Connor's
fiction is envisioned by O'Conrnior as the embodiment of the
failure of easy adherence to dogmatic religion, and Southern
fundamentalism is offered as the tyﬁe of perverted Christi-
anity that is as surely one of the devil's snares as is
Rufus Johnson's despair born: of nis perverted belief in the
Bible. The Jesuit in New York who impressed Asbury with his
intellectuality reflects at one level an attitude many
Catholics have towards Jesultical reasoning but at another
he is in his cynicism another image of the failure of that
religion that is supported solely by th; humanly proud sense
that man can define and explain the will of God; the priest
who comes to Asbury's bedside shares with the priest who
visits Mrs. McIntyre a bumbling foollshness that grows out
of their well-intentioned denial of the realities of this
world in which they should try to make their religion viable;
ironically, these priests are agents of the divine will only
in spite of their religion, and thus have furictional common-
ality with Enoch Emory and The Misfit.

It is not surprising, then, that O'Connor's fiction has
a quality of timelessness that is suggestive of myth. Her
stories are told in a vaguely defined present, and hovering
behind them we recognize Biblicgl stories and Greek tragedy.
Her characters are types of fallen man, their situations
reflect the modes of evil, the necessity that impells them
to anguished recognition of human limitation is the image of



the basic humen néed for meaning, value, and order. The
truth that each man hnst undergo violent 1nnéf.£urmoii to
satisfy that basic need is the truth taught in the Confes=
sions of Augustine and in the images of Oedipus and Job;
it is formulated by Marcel, in rejecting Descartes, in the
statement, "I feel, therefore I am," and O'Connor's stories
give dramatic vitality to that truth. Her orthodoxy is the
tradition of Seints Paui and Augustine, Pascal, and Gabriel
Marcel. In her work, the face of Mary Ann stands forever
before us, equally divided between the ugly and the beauti-
ful, the grotesquely ironic reminder of the value and mystery
of life.,

~ The "lines of spiritual motion" are drawn violently,
then, not simply because violent action is needed to get the
attention of a complacent and unbelleving age, but more fun-
damentally because they reflect the violence within that is
‘required by the kind of intense pqrsonal experience that
will shatter the easy values and categories of the material
world and free the 1nd1vidﬁa1 man. Their portrayal 1s pro-
phetic because of the postule#tion that every man has within
himself a pull towards the transcendent meaning God embodies;
man cannot be unconcerned about his féta (a position strong-
1y argued by Marcel), and O'Connor 1s saying to each reader
that he has in store for him the anguish that will oblige
him to choose either the way of the world or the way of God.
Hence her sense that her religion obliged her to be a writer;
the intensity of her concern enforced upon her the need to

express it, and to do so in & way that made clear the concern
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,'lﬁmen.. As Marcel sees it, the right

choice brings the individual man to authentic being and that
includes "participation" in God's will--the achievement of

an "I-Thou" relationship with God brings one to an "I-thou"
relationship with other men, and the Christian values become
operative in one's life. Haze can érovide Mrs. Flood with

an intimation of God's mystery, but cannot provide her a
formulation that will lead to her salvation, which she rust
acnieve within. Tarwater will suffer the rejection of lis
granduncle and all prophets, but he is unable not to prophesy.
No more could O'Connor resist the call.

Her prophecy understands that within the apparent ab=
surdities of the phenomenal world must b; recognized the
signs of a truth that exlsts beyond. O'Connor's vision seems
to see the apparent absurdity as itself an argument for the
existence of a larger order; without it the gift of free will
would be meeningless. Indeed, it would be as if man were
infallible. But human fallibility is abundantly clear to
our reason and our senses, and in her world is seen to pro-
duce the absurd and the grotesque against which man must
then struggle. From that struggle comes each man's sense of
meaningfulness in litef so that the struggle itself, under-
taken with integrity and concern, justifies the anguish it
entails. O'Connor shares with Marcel a conviction that one
must be intensely concerned with his fate, because that
leads to recognition of the con£1ngency of our lives and of
ineffable mystery, which 1s humbling and frees us to make
cholces that lead to our betterment. The distant truth must
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be connected to theﬁabéﬁ§a'reality wé dreat6 1n our pride;
the Hulga Hopewells, Raybers, Sheppards, Asburys, and Ju-
lians must be made to see that cultivation of the intellect
will not lead to complete comprehension of the world any
more than will religious emotionalism. Thus O'Connor's
necessary mode for propnecy has to.be the grotesque; man
at his moral nadir may hear the call of grace, and that
call must come to him in unpredictable ways because he has
given his world an absurd shape. A murderer can bring a
righteous old lady to a condition in which she is ready for
the gift of grace; evil incarnate in Rufus Johnson is the
agent of redemption for the self-satisfied Shevpard. It
18 a kind of object lesson in humility-;man cannot kriow
who is saved or what will produce the conditions whereby
an individual man will come to salvation. Even in an ugly
world there is basis for hope.

O'Connor's Christian affirmation is born of strong
conviction, aggressively held and aggressively offered. She
makes no compromises; and it 1is the astringency of her vi-
sion that is the most distinctive quallty of her art. Her
grotesques are not ornemental motifs supporting her themes,
though she uses the devices traditional in the grotesque;
rather, they are expressions of matter that is central to
her view of reality and hence to her themes. Thus she
draws the world in familiar terms but ones that emphasize
the ways in .which men have becbme estranged from thelr

"true country," their authentic identity in God's world.
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The phenomenal world thus depicted becomes uncomfortable
for us as we see familiar categories demolished and the easy
values with which we are complecently satisfied vanish, HMan
is seen as a grotesque diminution of his true self, and the
terrifying specter of the absurd looms until the protagon-
1sts are obliged to confront it and triumph over it or fall
into despair and damnation. The "realist of distances,"
O'Connor shares Marcel's sense of the necessity to see
through absurdity to underlying meaning.

It might be helpful to compare her use of the grotesque
to Katherine Anne Porter's, whose writings have a strong
flavor of existentialism but not the hopeful quality of
O'Connor's. In "Flowering Judas" the lecherous and garishly
dressed Braggionl is a grotesque Christ figure: he is seen
by the devoted followers of his cause as a kind of messiah,
his wife humbly washes his feet after he has wronged her,
"and Laurs and Eugenio (the sulcide prisoner) have a Judas-
like ambivalence toward him and his cause. As the story
develops we watch Laura become a Judas against a background
of obvious Christian symbolism; she struggles to choose be-
tween her Catholic heritape and the religion of the revolu-
tion, but does not make the choice in the story. There is
over it all a certain haze of nostalgia, as if Porter wished
it were possible for such anéhoica to be made; we are com-
pelled to compassion for Laura in the face of Porter's sense
of absurdity while Laura herself is never made to come to

terms with the problem. The story ends in her dream of
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death, which brings her to a fuller awareness of he}self
and makes the story an exploration of her psychic state;
thus Laura may be seen as a metaphor for man faced with un-
certainty, but uncertainty is only contemplated, not defined

and not offered as a condition man can transcend:

The tolling of the midnight bell is a signal,
but what does it mean? Get up Laura, and follow me:
come out of your sleep, out of your bed, out of this
strange house. What are you doing in this house?
Without a word, without fear she rose and reached for
Eugenio's hand, but he eluded her with a sharp, sly
smile and drifted away. This is not all, you shall
see--Murderer, he said, follow me, I will show you a
new country, but it is far away and we must hurry.
No, said Laura, not unless you take my hand, no; and
she clung first to the stair rail, and then to the
toomost branch of the Judas tree that bent slowly down
and set her upon the earth, and then to the rocky ledge
of a cliff, and then to the jagged -wave of a sea that
was not water but a desert of crumbling stone. Where
are you taking me, she asked in wonder but without
fesr. To death, and it is a long way off, and we
must hurry, said Eugenio. No, gsald Laura, not unless
you take my hand. Then eat these flowers, poor prison-
er, sald Eugenio in a voice of pity, take and eat: and
from the Judas tree he stripped the warm bleeding
flowers, and held them to her lips. She saw that his
hand was fleshless, a cluster of small white petrified
branches, and his eye sockets were without 1light, but
she ate the flowers greedily for they satisfied both
hunger and thirst. Murder! said Eugenio, and Canniball
This is my body and my blood. Laura cried No! and at
the sound of her own voice, she awoke trembling, and
was afraid to sleep agaln.

The vision is negative. Like Judas, Bugenio, whose
suicide constitutes his denial of the revolutionary cause,
turns into the bouganvillea and Laura sees herself entering
into unholy communion with his denial by eating tne blossoms
that are his body and blood. The choice is hers, yes, but
she ends fearing death rather than 1ife at the same time
that she is unhappy in 1life, torn between her intellectual
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commitment to the revolutionists' cause and the emotional
pull of her religilous upg;lnging. There 18 no sense of her
being forced to make a choice, but only that the choice 1s
impossible to make because life 1is an absurd trap. The
grotesque elements in the story are uncertain, "a way to say
a thing" that is not absolutely esséntial to the writer's
vision, '

Similarly, Carson McCullers, to whose writing O'Connor's

is often compared, and who also lived with the memento mori

in her own body, employs the grotesqe as & means of exploring
the psychic conditions of her characters. Her most thorough-
1y grotesque story, "The Ballad of the Sad Cafe," stays quite
outside the minds of the characters, bué the actions are all
ones that reveal what is going on inside them, And the sypry
ends with the chain gang singing its hopeful -ou--la.ad;ag
'peculiarly hopeless in its pictuce of man against théddark-
ness of the abyss through which no 1light penetrates.

O0'Connor's grotesque art has rather more the hard-driv-
ing energy of Nathanael West's, without his immature cynl-
cism; indeed, West's influence is a strong presence in Wise
Blood, even to the pélhf of numeress allusions to Miss
Lonelyhearts. But her vision is more like Kafka's and Dos-
toevsky's than llke other American writers), except that Mark
Twain may have 1nf1uehced her methods of achieving comic ef-
fects.

She is, however, not easiiy placed. If one can see

the traits of Southern 1iterature in her work . .. -7
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it is because of her éwareness of the special devGStainﬁ
of humans that is wrought by Southern fundementalism and
because of the details of language and place and not bécause
of her attitudes. As she pointed out, the essential meaning
of her Southern materials does not deéend upon regional
sourcesbut is as Catholic and Midwestern as it is protestant
and Southern, The preoccupation with death may be seen as
Southern, for example, but for her it is not an historical
question--rather, it is a question of theology and philosophy.
Her keen and steady Qision and the straightforward and hard-
headed way in which she .expresses 1t make her as much like
West, John Hawkes, or Robort OBovor as she 1is like the
Southern writers, and the special way in which she uses the
grotesque to comrmnicate ideas that have great affinity with
Catholic existentialism make her art as European as it is
American.

In summﬁry, then, Kayser's definition of the grotesque
mode in art helps to open up 0'Connort's work for us, if that
definition is emended to allow the creator of grotesques to
create a play with the absurd in order to affirm the exist-
ence of a larger meaning beyond our world. In the grotesque
mode's recognition of the absurd in the world and in its
concern to summon up the demons that evoke awareness of
absurdity in order that those demons might be pursued and
subdued, the technical mode has a natural affinity with the
philosophical mode of the Ghristiap existentialist. Thus

it 1s the natural mode for exprassing Flannery O'Connor's
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vision, which, by whatever means, ﬂ%vremarkably like that

P

of such thinkérs EY-13 GdbrieltMarcel. The 1deas that emerge
from careful analysis of her fiction strongly resemblé his,
and the moral basis is nearly identical. ihus she drama-
tizes an idea of the nature of the human plight that is

like Marcel!s philosophical description of that plight,

and the exacting depiction she accords it seems to correspond
equally well with the painstaking method of the existential-
ists phenomenological method. The same necessitles are seen
to ap.raﬁo in human life, and in very similar terms; every
man must confront the extremes of his own limitations and
through that confrontation can achieve authentic being in
harmony with the will of God. The values upheld are those
of Faith, Hope, and Charity, and of integrity and concern

in pursuit of those values, The man who accepts_God is a
man who has knowledge of his true identity; humbled, he can
transcend the absurdity and ugliness of the phenomenal world.

The face of Mary Ann is the face of truth.

v v
Tt e T
L .
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1. Ruth M. Vande Kieft, "Judgment in the Fiction of
Flannery 0'Connor," The Sewanee Review, LXXVI, No. 2

(Soring 1968), 356.



APPENDIX I

Josephine Hendin's The World of Flannery O'Connor is

one of the two published full-length studies of O'Connor's
fiction. It must be discussed because its somewhat inco-
herent methods and attitudes do violence to the fiction and
will mislead students, but also because Mrs. Hendin does
effectively argue that the circumstances of O!'Connor's life
must be considered in any analysis of the author's vision.
Fond of telling us in her footnotes where to go for
Christian interoretations of O'Connor's stories, Mrs., Hendin
takes  inspiration from Le Clezlo, Robbe-Grillet, and Susan
Sontag, and flies in the face of the bulk of the commentary
on O'Connor as well as in the face of O!'Connor's own remarks
upon her art. To her the questions Malin raises are irrele-
vant, at least in the form in which he offers them. For her,
the words on O'Connor's pages give us all that is there, and
it is a depiction of the ugliness of a reality which, because
of the terms of its depiction, has to be seen as lethal to
the possibility of humen emotional involvement with the sur-
rounding world or anyone in 1t. The vision is nonetheless
seen as affirmative in that it celebrates our release from

"an agony of human needs, human tiles, and human longings."

Thus:

If /O'Connor/ set out to nake morals, to praise
-0ld values, she ended by engulfing all of them in an
icy violence., If she began by mocking or damning her

206
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murderous heroes, she ended by exalting them. "Shé " -
grew to celebrate the liberating vower of destruction.
O'Connor became more and more the pure poet of the Mis-
fit, the oppressed, the psychic cripple, the freak--of
all of those who are martyred by silent fury and re-
deemed through violence. (WFOC, L2) -

"The only crucifixion that is real to O!Connor is the one a

freak 1ives out daily for a lifetime" (WFOC, 35), so that The

Misfit is the product of all the oppressive forces of social
convention, tradition, and family, and his shooting the grand-
mother, who embodies all these forc;s, is a necessary and
beautiful act because it is a liberating qf his entrapped
spirit. A

jhough Hendin mentions Genet nowhere in her book, this
reading is suggestive of the central idea rumning through his
fiction and is basic to Sartre's canonization of Genet. The
idea might also be 1nterést1ngly compared to one of the
themes of the Oresteia. Cértainly 1t is more useful to apply
the notion to understanding Notre dame des fleurs, the moti-
vation of Clytemnestra, or the uncontrollable forces impel-
ling Orestes than it is to use it in interpreting O'Connor's
fiction. It might explain the motivation of The Misfite-
though i1t will not tell us why he is deeper into grirmess at
the end--but it won't explain the graﬁdmother, who exists
for Hendin only as a necessafy device in the story.

Hendin justifies her position on the grounds that O'Con-
nor was herself something of a freak, a bright girl obliged
to suffer the empty conventional politeness impcsed upon
Southern girls of good family, and that within the context
of oppressively authoritarian Catholicism; the inher rebel-

v . !
s
s i
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lion _thus engendered, accordiqgﬁpg,negd;g,fgrquu1ﬁ virulehee

- -

 with the passage.of-timé and with the onset and development
of a grotesque disease. Such affirmations of Christian
orthodoxy as those in "The Fiction Writer and His Country"
Hendin sees as reflections of the submissiveness the oppres-
sive forces 1ncdlcated in O!'Connor, and the result has been
general misreading of the fiction. As Hendin reads the fic-

tion, it expresses the rise and progress of the immer rebel-

lion:

Although I do not question the falth of Flannery
O'Connor, it seems to me odd that she would so freely
admit she had the conscience of a Catholic, and do so
much to deny she had the impulses of a sinner, I do
not think her faith can be divorced from the context
of her life, a life where outward compliance and exter-
nal order seem to have been achieved only through de-
tachment from inner turmoil, It is at least a possi-
bility that her religion provided a legitimate sanction
for violent and destructive impulses, impulses which
became acceptable when they were called righteous and
directed at the "godless." Religion could have been
an effective way to both express and contain fury of a
very irreliglous kind. In any event, O'Connor's as-
sertions of Christian orthodoxy do not accurately de-
scribe her art. They are belied by the human experi-
ence in her work. Nevertheless, encouraged by O'Con-
nor's declamations of faith, critics so diverse as the
indefatigable Sister M. Bernetta Quimm and Stanley
Edgar Hyman explained her work as so much new exegesls
on traditional Christian theology. (WFOC, 16)

The publicist at the Indiana Unlversity Press who wrote
the dust jacket for Hendin's book describes it as a "bril-
liant study,” and in a sense it 1s, but what glitters is not
gold. Hendin might have done well to consider OfConnor's
pronouncements upon her thought and eraft with the kind of
care she claims to have given the fiction, Had she done so,
aé ﬁ; have seen, she would have seen that by Christian ortho-

doxy O!'Connor did not necessarily mean the received Thomistic

i
%
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conventions, but the sternér}ﬁﬁéﬁstiniqn tradition, an ortho-
doxy as responsive to human experience as éﬁi”féﬂectibnhof
authoritarian conventions and very much in keeping with O0'Con-
nor's vision. Or, had Hendin applied herself really closely
to the texts, she would have come up with the questions
Malin raises, and she might have applied herself to resolving
the conflict he finds. She would have paid more attention
to all the questions of style--which, hoﬁever she may see 1t,
is not adequately covered by her statement: "O'Connor's
development of what could be calle@ the affectless grotesque
/¥hat that term might mean is never made cleapZ makes her
work remarkably new" (WFOC, 29). The simple fact is that she
did not apply herself very closely to the fiction; her very
disjointed interpretations are marked by glaring omissions,
and for almost every work she treats there is at least one
mistatement that makes a material difference for her thesis,
as when she is dealing with "The River":
. « » "The River" opens with Mrs. Connin and child
"going to the river to a healing," where they will be
among the baptized, members of the visible Church of
Christ. The river, as the preacher says, is the bap-
tismal place where sin is washed away and heaven 1is
seen, Taking the mataphor of baptism as admission to
the visible church of Christ literally, the child
"intended . . « to keep on going this time until he
found the Kingdom of Christ in the river." What he
finds there is death., The story closes with the
preacher's realization that the child has drowned
himself and the awareness that all his metaphors of
Christ's healing river have their source in the ulti-
mate concretion, mortality. (WFOC, 28)
We can assume that Hendin understands herself to be
aiming at an audience who has read the story, so that it is

pggm}asible for her to have suggested inadvertently that the..
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. Child belongs to M?g{HCQQQQg,jtgﬁ@@yéigpgyted the conditions
of his home life, to have ignored his ﬁéﬁénfgrﬁhéwhié"iéﬁscns
for wanting "to keep on going," to have suggested that his
drowning occurs on the same trip as the one he made to the
healing with Mrs. Connin. But this same assumption works
against her when she ends by pointing to the preacher's re-
alization. When Harry/Bevel drowns, the preacher is nowhere
near, and there is no indication in the story that he ever
learns of the drowning. Only Mr. Paradise is there. He 1s
the man whose ugly purple tumor was not cured at a healing,
so that he goes to such rites to scoff at them. He was at
the healing attended by Harry/Bevel and Mrs. Connin, where
he acted as the cynical heckler, and he is the only one
present when the child returns to the river:

Mr. Paradise's head appeared from time to time
on the surface of the water. Finally, far downstream,
the old man rose like some ancient water monster and
stood empty-handed, staring with his dull eyes as far
down the river line as he could see. (AGM, 52)

As O'Comnor puts it:

Bevel hasn't reached the age of reason; therefore
he can't commit suicide. He comes to a good end. He's
saved from those nutty parents, a fate worse than death.
He's been baotized and so he goes to his Maker; this 1s
a good end.l

The story does not suggest that the preacher discovers the
hollowness of his preaching (though 0'Connor recognizes that
hollowness, as do we). Our dismay at what happens to the
innocent child derives fron our recognition that once again
otConnor has shown us the ugly things man does with what God
made; it is indeed a rebellion against perverted forms of

Christianity, but that does not make it a rejection of the
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fundamental core of Christian thought.
_ Hendin's chief contribution to the study of. O'COnnor .
is her recognition that the conditions of the writer'!s own |
life quite obviously influence the shape of O!Connor's world
view and oblige us to look very carefully at the thought

underlying the fiction.
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1. 0'Connor, quoted in GS,AD; 257.
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