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1NTRD DlJCT1UN 

I n 1 9 1 7 H • L • M 8 n c t: r, ~1 c h 0 r g e u t h a t t h e S o u t h w a s 

"almost as sterile , artistically, intellec tua lly, cultur-

ally , as the Saha ra Desert . "l The scathing cr iticism 

p rod uced a furious reaction am o ng Southerners, but they 

found little ev idence wi th which to refute the claim; the 

condit ion was another of the consequences whi ch their 

unique culture had produced. John Samuel Eze ll explains: 

The social mor e s had not been conducive to a 
life of letters; nor had the rural nature of the 
region , th e absence of cit ies and publishi ng 
houses, absorption of literary effort by t he 
slavery controve rsy, and the tendency to look to 
England and the North for reading matter . The se 
all contr i buted to lit e rary backwardness .2 

But the backwardne ss was not to continue , a nd almost by 

the time the Me ncken essay wa s published and circulated 

t h e condition which it d epl ored was being corrected, and 

one of th e most remarkab l e literary phenome n a of a ll time 

was und e r way . 

Wl1at cause s such a ]i-t, 8rary r en aissance is a sub-

j ect for speculation, buL Jo hn M. dradbu~y su gg e sts that 

----------·- ·•-· 
1 H • L • ~1 e n c k c a : "1 11 P Sa L o r a v f t h e Bo z a r t , " A 

Men ck en Chrestoma thv (New York: Knopf , 19 6 2) , p. 184. 

2John Samuel Ezell, Th e Sou th Sinc e 1865 (New Yor k: 
Ma cmillan, 1963), p. 277. 
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a prime r e quisite must be a sense of chal
lenge tha t stirs the minds of men sim ultaneou sly 
and stimulates a new awareness of the values by 
wh ich they have be e n living. Whether the chal
lenge is primarily intellectua l or social, it 
must ex tend sharply in to both spheres.I 

Th e se conditions were exa ctly those which existed for the 

homoge neous group called th e Fugitives who we r e largely 

respo nsible for launching the Southern Literary Renais

sance in the early 1920's. 

The Fugitives --an appellation they appropr iat ed 

lat e r for their own inscrutable reasons--consist e d of six-

tee n poets -- John Crowe Ransom, Donald Davidson, Allen Tate, 

Robe rt Penn Wa rr e n, Merr ill Moore , Laura Riding , Jesse 

Wil l s , Alec B. Stevenson, Wa l ter Clyde Curry, Stanley 

Johnson, Sidney Mttron [sic] Hirsch, James Frank, Wil liam 

Ya ndell Elliott, Wil li am Frierson, Ridley Wills, and Alfred 

Starr- - wh o had com e tog e ther by accident ov e r a period of 

twe lv e ye ars on th e campus of Vanderbi l t University in 

Na shville , Te nnesse e . Their mut ual artistic int e rests led 

to th e pract i ce of meeting casually at regular intervals 

to read and discuss their poetry. These friendly chats 

grew more ser ious in purpose to th e e nd that the gr oup 

be gan publication of a magazin e also called The Fugit iv e . 

lJohn M. Bradbury, Re naiss a nce in the South : A 
Cr i tica l History of the Lit e ra t ur e , 1920-1 96 0 ( Chapel 
Hi ll : Univ. of North Carolina Pr e ss, 19 63 ), p. 7. 
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Th e maga zine, they sugg e sted, would serve the cause of 

l ette rs in the South by making their own poetry and that 

of o th e r poets ava ilabl e to a public, of sorts, and by 

provid ing an effect ive means of communicat in g their devel-

oping theories of the art of poetry. Though th e maga zine's 

dist ribution was somewhat limit e d and continued only through 

n inetee n issues (1922-1925 ), it rec e iv ed mu ch attenti on in 

academ ic circ l es and e l e vated the F'..lgitives to a position 

o f p r om i n e n c e w h i c h S o u L ;, e i' n rn e '1 C' f 1 e t t e r s h a ct n e v e r 

befo r e attained . The philosophy of the aroup was probably 

m o s t c o g e n t 1 y e x p r f: s s e d b y J o h 11 C r o w 2 R a n s o m , i t s g u i d i n g 

spi ri t , though Donald Davidson, Al len Tate , a nd Robert 

Pen n Warr e n shar e d leadership wit h Ra nsom on a lmost e qual 

term s. His philosophy is summarized in one statement wh i ch 

Louise Cowan c laims is "a key to the attitude behind the 

wh ol e modern South e rn school of writ in g: ' I rony is the 

rarest of the states of mi nd, because it is th e most in-

el usiv e· ••· 1 
' 

Louis e Cowan int erpret s Ransom ' s elab or atio n 

of th e concept in this way: 

man is by nat ur e dualistic, his very coming 
into the· world creating an awareness of the c hasm 
w 11 i c h s e p a r a t e s h i m s e 1 f f r o m t h e u n i v e r s e - - t h e 
sp i rit within from the ma t e rial world witho ut. 
I-l e s eek s t o bridge t ll e ch a s m, to •· e ff e c t an e scape 

1Louis e Cow an, Th e Fug it iv e Group : A Literary 
History (Baton Rouge : Louisian a Stat e Univ . Pr e ss, 1959), 
p. 201. 
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from dualism ," by erecting philosophi c al and 
metaphy sic a l s y s tems wlli cli encompass the observ
ab l e wo rld. In e ffect, he e rects a "m yst ical 
commun it y " so that Ile may "escape from an isola
tion which he cannot endure . " He ascr i b es to the 
ob j ects of ex p e ri e nce the spiritual qualities 
~h ich prope rly be l ong within himself. Thus , 
Ran som dec l are d, the pat hetic fa ll ac ie s of the 
roma ntic po et s stem fro m this desire to e stablish 
a mutual i ty of fee ling betwe e n man and t he co smic 
orde r. J n t h e ligh t of ma n's s cien tific obse rv a 
tio ns, however, this romantic conrt~u:tio n cannot 
always stand; consequently, Ransom con t inued, the 
poe t acc e p t s a dualism again, but i~ i s no t like 
h is orig i na l nai ve positior., he is r1 du,:il.is'~ with 
a difference-- r e luctant, sp ec ul8ti ve , sophisti 
cate d ra the r than ing en uouE, a nd richer ~y all 
t h e p a t h e t i c f a I 1 a c i e s h e h a s e -✓ e r e ;1 t e r t a i n E' d . 1 

In the practice of this philosoph y , the Fu g itiv e s created 

a poet r y firm l y grou nd ed in the Sou the rn expe ri en ce and 

asse rt ed with in c r e asin g in s ist e nce that " t he in d ividual 

mind wa s less i mportant in th e production of lit e rature 

than wa s the c ulture .. "2 Thus the Fug it iv e s , whose 

cha llenge ha d bee n prim a rily int e ll ectual to this point, 

were led into t he second spher e of challeng e which Brad -

b ur y consid e rs r e quisite to a literary renaissance . The ir 

e mphas i s upon the importance of culture caus e d Ra nsom, 

Tat e , Davidson, and Warre n to assemble a g ro up known as 

the Agraria ns, which included, besides themse l ves , Andrew 

Lytl e , Stark Yo ung, Joh n Gould Fletch e r, Fra nk Lawrence 

Ows l ey> Lyl e Lanier, H. C . Nixon, J ohn Don al d Wade , and 

lcowan , p. 200. 

2Ibid. 
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He nry Blue Kli ne. These twe l ve schola rs, r e presenting 

various discip lines, differed from the Fugitives in two 

im port ant way s: th ey were widely separated by distance 

and exc hanged views by correspondence inst ead of personal 

contact ; an d t heir purposes were social rath e r tha n artis-

tic. The chief r e sult of thi s fellowship of minds wa s 

publicat i on of a volume titl e d I'll Take Mv Stand , an 

antho l ogy of e ssays praising the agrar i an lif e and con-

demning industria li zat io n . Again John Crowe Ranso m was 

the l ead ing spokesman, and in that capacity he wr ot e 

"Stateme nt of Pr i nci ples" which introduc ed the book . 

Lincol n Stewart ca l ls Ranso~· s ~cnc~pt ion a my th and 

exp lains its intention in th E se te=ms : 

li ke R my th it wa s int ended tJ enab l e man 
to ente r i nto some kind cf ri ght r e la t iun with a 
univers e too va~t and unpredic ~8ble for h is 
understanding . . A0 1&r ianism had its Adamitic 
He ro, th e ye om a n farm e r; its lost Garde n, the 
bou nt iful su b sistence farm of th e past; its Satan, 
the No rthern sci e ntist-industrialist; its He ll, 
th e mod e rn c ity. Imp l icit eve r ywhe r e in it wa s a 
narr a tiv e o f fat a l knowledg e , a fall from grace , 
a def ianc e of th e supernatural , and aft e r suffer
i ng , a quest for salvation . The r e was eve n a 

Joh n 

body El ect : the Southerners who y e t might re-enter 
the Ki ngdom.I 

Th e Ag ra r ia ns were att e mpting to transl ate the implications 

of th e Fug it i ve poetry , grounded s o firm l y in the Souther n 

1Jo hn Li ncoln St ewart, The Burden of Time : The 
Fugit iv es ~nd t h e Ag rari a ns ( P rin ceto n: Princeton Univ . 
P r es s , 1965) , p. 105 . 
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exp e r i e n c e , i n t o a ~ u : 1 L' r (~ t e ::: ·3 .-:; i a 1 o T de r; and i t co u 1 d no t 

be done . Robe rt Penn Warren is typical of many wh o later 

denied the val ue of their contributions to I 'll Take My 

Stand. He said , "In a little while I r ea l i zed I simply 

couldn't have written that e ssay again." 1 As a social 

mov ement the Agrar i a n venture was a failur e , but it con 

stitu ted a majo r influenc e upo n Southern wr iters who se 

geni11s exp loded into literary works of acknowledged bril -

liancc over t he next four d ecade s. The breadth and d e pth 

of Lh e ir talent is inher e nt in the s tat is t ics with wh ich 

EraJbu ry be gins his book on the movement : 

h' h a t !1 c1 s n ow f o r s om e y e a r s be e n r e c o g n i z e d by 
literary c ritics and historians as the So uther n 
Henaissance jncludes, i n addition to one winner 
of the ~obe l Prize for literature, e l eve n r e -
c .i.1 i ents of Pu li tzer Prizes for fict io n , whic h 
constitutes a f ull t hir d of those awarded sin~e 
1929; fou r f or dra ma a nd fiv e for poetry. Since 
1 940- "11, seven of tlle sev e nt ee n awards by the 
NF; w York Dram a Cr i •. 1 ,-: ,, C ~ r L: 1 t : '.1 ;:i =r e g on e to 
So u t ]J e r n p 1 a y \\Ir i g h t s. 'i' ii r e e E o 1 1 i n g e n P r i z e s , 
rep r e senti ng "the hi;;h C: st 0'.:'.h i 0vement in Ame rican 
po c try , " have been 1 a k = r 1) y S 0 u the r n er s s in c e 
l 9 5 O , a n d 1. h i rt y - f i ,- c ~ o u t :-. e r r, a u t h o r s h a v e bee n 
g r a n t e d G u g •J e n ii P i m Fe l l o w sh i p s t o v: o r k i n f i c t i o n , 
poetry , and d~a~a sin ce 1927 . Tte ~a :iona l Book 
Aw a rd s , off e r e d ~ i ,1 c e l 9 5 0, 11 a v e gone th r e e t i me s 
to Southern nove lis ts anti three tim e s to Souther n 
poets . In sum, th e South which was off e ring 
a l most nothing to .ti.mer.ican l etter s befo r e Wor ld 
1'.' a r I ll n s s i n c e been ear n i n g a con sider ab J. y 1 a rg e r 

1 Malco lm Cow le y, e d., 
Review Interview s ( New Yo rk: 

Writers 
Vik i ng , 

c1t Wo rk : The Paris 
1959) , p. 194. 
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sha re than its fopul ation warrants 
literary kudos . 

Now that the Southern Literar y 

of the 

Re naissance ha s sub-

sided- -it is ge ne rally da t cC from i920 t o 19 6 0-- impo rt ant 

q uest ions are b~ing 3sked about the pa rt which place play s 

in the work of the artist . Tllc issue centers on the cri -

ter ion of universa lit y as an essential quality of a work 

of a rt a nd questions the exte nt to which it can be 

ac hi eve d within the li mitat ions of regional values and 

local rit ua ls . Arguments hav e be e n arrayed on both sides . 

One of the two views is propounded by th e Ne w 

Critic s who attem pt to update and redefine t h e Aristote lian 

vi cw of art 1\' h i ch ins i st s that i t s v a 1 u e s are i n h e r e n t . 2 

Iron ically, ma ny of the Fugitives who first asserted the 

importa n ce of cu l ture upon lit e rature are leaders among 

t h e New Cri tics ; John Crowe Ransom is the group's chief 

spokesman. Howe ver , man y of th e e arly adherents to this 

phil oso phy have since de ni ed t he validity of its basic 

ass umptions. 

The other point of view , supported by a majority 

of critics, agrees with the Platonic argument that art 

lBradbu.ry~ pp. 3-4. 

2 C . I-I ugh t; o l 111 ? n ; .·1 h (: _Ro o 1 s _ G i · __ S_o_L_i t_h_e_r_. _n_\_\1 r;:,.,;::i..ct..;1;:..· .:.;;n_.g,_::.. 
E s s a \' s o n t h e L i t e r a t u r P c 1 ".:. h c ,~ m e r i c a n S o u t h ( .J. t h e n s : 
Univ . of Georg ia Pre ss, 1927) , p . 6 . 
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acquire s value and meaning as it relates to something 

extrin sic to itself. This seems to be the view which 

Ransom he l d ear ly in his career when he formulated his 

pr in ci ple of irony . At any rate, a prepon de rance of 

e vidence lies with those who maintain that the Southe rn 

literary phenomenon is directly attributable to the cul-

tural milieu which nurtured and sustained it. R. C. 

S imonini certainly agrees with this school of thoug h t when 

he say s: 

Southern li terat ure was born in a stru gg le of 
the cr e ativ e art ist for r ecognition in an indif
fere nt soci e ty; it has flourish ed as its writers 
reacted with va ri ed inspir at ion to t heir environ
ment -- its trad i tions , aspir a tio ns , achi e vemen ts, 
and failures .I 

And C. Hugh Holman 's position is perf e ctly c lear when he 

a s se rts: "Out of the cau ldro n of the South's exp0.rience 

the so uth ern writer has fashioned tragic g ra ndeur and 

g iv e n it a s a gift to his fellow Americans."2 

0 b vi o us 1 y , t 11 e proof of any theor y o f 1 i t er at u re 

is in the lit e rature itself. Four writers of the Southern 

Literary Re naissance--Katherine Anne Porter, Eudora Welty , 

Carson McCu llers, and Flannery O'Connor--i n certain 

IR 
AJ,prc1i sa ls 
Librari e s, 

C. Simo ni ni, Jr ., ed., So uth e r n Writers: 
in Our Time (Freeport, N. Y.: Books for 
1 9 58), p. vi. 

2Holrnan, p. 15. 
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wri t ing s centered in a common the me support the theory 

t ha t the South not only equipped its artists, but als o 

be c a me the raw material of their art. These works , de al-

i ng with a gi rl's growth from innocence to experience , 

will be considered on the assumption that certain econom i c , 

re ligious, sociological , and psychological factors which 

c haracte rized the South 6f the early twentieth century 

a nd prod uced its literary renaissance are the same facto rs 

e mployed in unique and artistic configurations by thes e 

writers to communicate the universal and enduring powe r 

o f the initiation e x peri ence . Th i s s t 1 , d :: w i 1 1 b P. g i n w i t h 

a look c1t th e region from wh ir., h 1l1e writers ema n~t '.:" ;:_1nd 

p r o g re s s t l1 r o u g h : a s t u d y o f s e 1 e c t e d iJ r 1 i _ -;_ ~-J J ) n n t i: e t h e m e 

indicated . Se lection and documentation of the various 

a spec ts of the topic will be suggestive rather than in

clusive and will represent only one l eve l of interpreta 

tion among many. 



CH .ll.PTER I 

THE SOUTH: OLD AND NEW 

The writers of the Southern Literary Rena issance 

cam e to mat urity in what has been call e d the New South, but 

W. J. Cash suggests that what passes as a New South is hut 

new growth upon the Old : 

the exte nt of th e change au':1 e,f th2 !:JrP,ak 
betwee n the Old South that was an~ Lhe So u th of 
o u r t i me h a s be e n v a s t 1 y ex a g g e r a t e c; • Th e So 11 t h , 
o 11 e m i g h t s a y , i s a t r e e w i t h ma n y a g e ·f" i r; g :; , 
with its limbs and trunk bc rt and t ~iscc d ~y ~ll 
th e winds of the years, but, with its tap root in 
the Old South .1 

;n und e rstand in g , the n, of t h8 economic, re11gious , soci 

olog ical , and psychological force s which charact e rize the 

So uth a1id which underlie Southern literature re q uires first 

a loo k at tMe cu lture of th e Old South . 

Early in i ts history t h e South , for obvious reasons 

of geography and climate , turned to an a lm ost totally agri

c u 1 tu r e - b a s e d ec on omy wl1 i ch made s 1 aver y not only the 

choice of expediency but th e choice of necessity for 

achiev ing the grand scale of li vi ng which Southerners 

e nvis i oned. No r eg ion in history has made a choice with 

1 w. J . Cnsh ., The ~Lind of the South (New York : 
Knop f, 1(168), p . x . 
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more far-reac hing consequences, for the sin g le factor of 

slaver y fundamenta lly influenced every condition of life in 

the Old So ut h. The region's economy was buil t on the 

"pec ulia r institut ion;" its religious views conformed 

e xa ctly to shift ing social and economic needs; its basic 

soc iolog ical units, e specially the family, were reflections 

of a sla ve-bas e d culture; and certain mental traits of its 

peo ple we r e directly attributable, say psychologists, to 

its uniqu e condit ions of life. 

Though slav ery was practiced in col o nial times, it 

wa s not until t e chnologi c al advances in En gla nd and Europe 

crea ted an urgen t demand for hu ge supplies o f cot ton, thus 

ushe ring in the Southern Cotton Kingdom, that it was con-

side r ed the p e rmanent and jndispc~sable economic support 

ma n 's wea lth was of a way of life. From th?t p0int on a 

measure d i n wh j t e fie 1 d ~ 3 _1 c.; b } -:. c !: fl es h , and so was h i s 

politica l power , T 11e pr in e,~ple s 01 J ef fe rsonian agrarian-

ism and the Constit u tional ~~a1antee of st ate s' rights were 

w i l l f ti 11 y man i p u 1 ate d and -exp l o i t e d t o sup po rt rule by the 

ar istocracy. Ambition for unprecedented p ro sperity spread 

in to t he yeoma n class, and even the poor s up ported a polit

ical system of the planters, by the plant ers , and for the 

planters in th e constant and not unreasonable hope of join-

ing their ran ks. In the cotton kingdom, eve n a man classed 
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a s "white trash ," the lo west of ,D.ng lo-S2xou s c,J ck , h ad some 

fee ling of status a nd wor th ; f~r, bad ~s h is co ndition was, 

he was still a rung above the bot tom. 

Not on l y was h e not exploit e d direct l y , h e 
was hi mse lf mad e by ex te nsion a member of the 
dominant class -- was lodg e d solidly o n a t r eme n
dous super iority, which, how eve r much the blacks 
in the " b ig house" mi gh t sn ee r at him, and how
ever much their ma st e rs migh t private l y agree 
wi t h them, he cou l d neve r pub l icly los e . Come 
what might , h e would a l ways be a white ma n. And 
b~fore that vas t and capac io us d i stinctio n, all 
oth er s we r e fore -s horten e d , dwarfed , and all but 
obl it e rated . l 

It was the slaves , the backbone, ir o ni ca l l y , bo t h lit e r 

a lly and fi gu rat i ve l y, of the whole econ omic syste m, who 

occ u p i e d tile bottom r ung of the ladde r. 

Th ough t h e p l anters - - a t i t l e of disti nc t ion r e -

se rv ed fo r ag ricu l t 11ri s ts who owned tw en ty or more s l aves - -

wer e a decided minority, history iDdisp utab ly supports t he 

fact th n t it was p l a n tat i o n wealth , or the desir e for it, 

most ly fr om co tton, which i nf lu enced th e lif e-sty l e of the 

e nt ir e So u t h. Ra lph Mc Gill says : 

A beg inning in c otton requir e d li t tle capi t ~ l 
a nd no s l aves , if one haJ a larg e work i n~ iamily . 
But as one ambit ious grower wrote in a diary , 
" eac h ba l e , to the e nerget i c, i s J ~tcp i n a 
sta i rway to a wh ite-pi ll ared man s i on , t o s l av8~ 
and gr an d tours to Eu rope." . from 1 8 20-1861 
th e cotto n crop doubled with e ach d ecade . It was 

1cash, p. 39 . 
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the cotton planter P:ho pu t ii::s stamp on the land , 
its c ustoms, its c u ltur ~ , ttoufht and politics .I 

I n side : hos e whjt e-nill arcd ~~ns i ors the harsh 

dema n ds of a fro nti er cx i~t~rc e ~ere obscured, or delib-

e ratcly cam ouflaged , by a show of luxury desig ned to 

re flect and pe rp e tu a t e a fab l ed affluence and to secure 

the family 's claim to the privileges be sto we d upo n ar i s -

toc racy . Bu t the hard, cold facts of finance often stood 

in sharp contras t to this surfac e abundance . The outward 

opu lence more ac c ur at e l y bespoke the ostentatious roman

ti cism of the planters than th e ir s hr ewd b us iness acum e n. 

While the No rth and West were ex p a nding thr o ugh div e r sifi

cat ion and the app li ca t i o n of s oun d e conomic t h e ory in 

thei r trad e wi t h the So uth an d nations abro a d , th e South 

see med conte nt with i ts show of fin ery . Dod d decl a res : 

Wh i J e t h e re t urn s a l 1 se e med t o be go i n g 
to the plant e rs , th e ev idenc e i s con c 1 us i v e t l1 at by 
far the grea t e r part of th e proc ee ds was l ef t in 
t Ii t: h a n d s o f t l1 o s e w h o s up p 1 i e d the So u t h w i th 
its nece ssar i e s a nd i t s lu xur i e s. The e arnings 
of th e slave pl antaL ion 3 we~e t ~us consumed by 
tariffs , fr e igh ts , commissions, and profits 
whi c h th e Souther n P~i h~d Lo pay . Sou ther n 
town s we r e only ma ~t~ of trad e, not depositories 
of the crops of surLou naing or dist a nt areas . Thus 
wh il e th e r ·,_a ,it t· rs monopo li zed th e cot t on indust r y , 
drew to th t: m ~.r< v c ~ the s u r p 1 11.:, 0 f s 1 o v e s, a nd 
a pp a re n t 1 y i n c re.:-.. s f:' d t h e i r V-'l' & l t :1 e n or mo u s 1 y , they 
were r ea lly but custodians of these re tur ns , 

lRalph Mc Gill, Th e South a nd th e Sou t herne r (Boston : 
Lit t l e> Brown , 1959), p . 154 . 
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administ rators of the wealth of North e rn men who 
really u ltimately received the profits of 
So u ther n plantatio ns and South e rn slavery . I 

The bitter consequences of this condition, howe ver, were 

no t fully felt in th~ S~uth un~il ~fter the Civil War. 

The tendency to :::crept t~ ~ course of least r e sis -

t a n c e i n m a t t e , s o f b u s l r, e s s , J-, o w c ·.; e r , d j d n o t c a r r y o v e r 

into politics, which tr,e -pl::::nters Se11'J as an extens::on of 

the ir eco nomic interests. Ezell states : 

The planters , thoug h a d e cided minority, natura l ly 
were the leaders in all phas e s of lif e : social, 
eco nomic, and political. Little cou ld happen 
in any So uth e rn stat e without t h ei r conse nt . 
~ttacks against t heir ovcrlordship were met by a 
united defe nse.2 

\1 c G i 1 1 add s : 

The co unties s e nt their legislators to the 
stale capita l and th e r e they e le c t ed thei r United 
Stat e s se nators. The plant e rs were powerful 
e n CJ tl g lJ i n \\I a sh i n g t CJ n t o ma k e i t l e g a l t o a d d 
three - fifths of the slave populati o n to the free 
population for th e purpose of determi ning the 
nu111her of congress ion a l repr ese ntativ es to which 
each stat e was e ntit l e d. Th e slaves had no vote 
or c ivil rights, but they were a ve ry r ea l politi 
cal asset in Congress.3 

Indeed , so great became tl1e feeling of self-importance 

amon g t h e Southern demagogues that the security of the 

of til e 
-'\ssn ., 

1 l'Jilliam 
Old Sout h 
1919 ), p. 

2r:· 1 ' :'., Z C l, 

3 ~1 c G i l ] 

E. Dodd, Jh e Cotton Kingd om : ~ Chro nicle 
(New York : J nit eJ States Publishers 
1 7 . 

p. 8 . 

p , 15 4 
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Un ion be came secondary to their own vested inter e sts . The 

a ct io n of South Carolina in opposition to the tariff of 

183 2 typif i e s the strong regional sentiment which pervaded 

th e who l e South . The South Carolina Convention adopted an 

Or d inance of Nu llification and proce e d ed to bolst e r it with 

a n intr ica t e system of legislation, including the right to 

mi litar y defe ns e aga ins t th e f e d e ral government should 

t ha t governmen t decide to enforce the tariff . This state 

of mind vividly represents the political extremit i e s to 

wh ich the South had been push e d by th e ne cessity to defend 

its s lav e - base d economy . 

The g rowing par anoia of the South with th e accom

pa nying sense of ne e d to shore up it s def e ns e s on all 

fr onts at once precipitated a radica l shift in r e ligious 

vi ew s. In the colonial period while New England was 

p lagued by the excesses of Puritanism the So uth enjoyed 

g r e a t fr e edom of religion. But Sydnor points out that 

duri ng the p e riod from 1820 to 1850 

th e South and New Engl a nd we r e iu the 
proc e ss of swapping their colonial positions in 
respect to relig i o s conserVQtism . Th e South , 
w h o s e d e i st i c 1 i be r a 1 i s m h ad sh o c k e d con s er ,, a -
tive New Eng l a nd e rs at th e time of the Rev olution, 
was becomi ng the citadel of conservativ e theology . 
Its r e ligious l e aders, in t urn, were shocked at 
t he uno rthodoxy of New Englanct . 1 

1charl es S. Sydnor, The Deve lop me nt of Souther n 
Se ct ion a li sm , 1819-1848 (Baton Roug e : Louisiana State 
Univ . Press, 19 48) , p. 226. 
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Eat on finds the ex planation for the reversal in religious 

vie ws a very simple one: 

. . with th e rise of th e cotton kingdcm and the 
ren e wed profitability of slav e ry, bo t h the evan
gelica l and th e gen t lem a nly traditions were able 
to accommod at e the existence of slavery in the 
South wit h high Christian i de2ls. This feat was 
accomp lished by a lit e ral int e rp retat ion of the 
Bibl e, which imm eas urably s t r e ngt he ne d conserva 
t i ve t r e nds in Southern society.I 

The o logians capita lized on a proof-text preaching which 

ha ndily provided chapte r and vers e in defense of the status 

.9.l!..Q. • The sons of Ham were pr e destined by the Creator to 

be the s e rv a nt rac e : "Without th e productiv e power of the 

~f rican whom an ' a ll-wise Creator ' had perf e ctly adapted 

to the labor needs o f the South, its lan d s would have re

ma ined ' a howling wildern e ss.•" 2 Fu rthermore, it was a 

se lf - evide nt fact, th ey claimed, that a b e ne vol e nt providence 

was at work in lifting th e heathen out of a pagan land and 

de posit ing t he m upon the shores of a Christian nation where 

thei r sou ls c ould the mo re easily b e claimed for salvation 

thro ugh t h e pre a ching of th e gospel. Stampp s ummarizes 

the conLe nt of th e s piritual diet to which the slaves were 

regu l ar l y subjected . His comment implies more about the 

l C 1 e m e n t Ea t on , Th e f1l i 11 d o f th e O l d Sc 'J t IJ ( l3 :H on 
Roug e : Louisiana State Uni v . Press , 1 96 7), p. 220. 

2 Ke n n e t h \1 . S t a mp p , T !1 e P e c u 1 i ·3 ;· [ n s t i t u t i o n : 
S 1 a v e r y i n t h e A n t e - Be 1 J u m So u t !1 ( Ne w Y o , k : Kn o i:, f , l 9 6 7 ) , 
p. 7. 
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whi te ma n's mo tivations than the black~~~ · ~ sol ritual 

con dit ion: 

Th r o ugh r e ligious instruction the bondsm e n learned 
that s l avery had di v in e sanc t io n , that insolence 
was as muc h a n off e nse against God as aga i nst the 
tempor al master. The y r e c e ived the Biblical com 
mand th a t s e rvants should obey their masters, and 
th e y hea rd o f the punis hments awaiting the dis 
ob e d i e n t sla ve in th e he r e after . Th e y heard, too, 
that e t e rnal salva t ion wo uld be t he r e ward of 
fa:ithfu l s e rvic e , and that on th e da y of judgment 
''Go d would deal imp a rtially with th e poor and the 
ri c h, t he black ma!1 a nd the white . " l 

The minis t ers in the South who he l d antis lav e ry views 

di plomat i c ally r e frained from expr e ssing them , and the 

vast amo unt of orator y devot e d to a def e nse of slavery 

sugge st s th a t f e w op posed it. Inde e d, that slav e r y in-

flue n c ed t he churches far mor e than t he chu r c he s i nfluenc e d 

slave r y is se e n in the ant e-bellum split of t h r e e major 

d c no mi !1a ti ons -- Baptist, ~e thodjst , and Presbyteria n--

c x a c t 1 y a 1 o n g t lJ e \1 a s o n - D i x o n 1 i n e • 

Th e South ' s re 1 i g i o us vi e ws con f c, r .1 ; e d ·: x a c: t 1 y to 

i t s d r e ~J m o f a U t o p i a w h i c h p r ,~ s e r v e d t h e v a 1 u e s o f · t h e 

pa s t and perpe t uat e d a patern a l i stic aristncraG y hAsed on 

a soc i ety o f infl e xible c l ass dist i nctions. The Rom antic 

:11 o v e me n ~ a 1 s o b e c a me a s u p p o r t o f t h e s t a t u s _g_g_g_ • Chiva lry 

wa s a rd e n tly pract ic ed, a nd women we r e a ll but deif i e d. 

Si r \fal te r Scott was idolized; and his nov e ls , reinforcing 

lstampp, p. 158 . 
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the South' s romantic tastes and confirming t he rightness 

of it s way of life , were sold by the ton. The culture of 

anc ient civi lization s also served the South's purpo s e . 

Th om as Roder ick De w of William and Mar y Colleg e , who exe r

cis e d perhap s a greater influence upon the thinking of the 

So ut h thRn any other sing le ind i vidu al, exto ll ed the clas-

sica l social order . Unfortunately, so discrete a social 

str uctu r e doe s not take i nto account the dy na mi c qual i ty 

of c ommunity life . The master s an d sla ve s of the South 

live d in clos e daily contact, and no a~ ount of l e gislation 

or social theo ry could prev e nt the mixing of th e two cul-

Lure s. '.11 o r e o v e r , a p h e n om e n o n k n own by s o c i o 1 o g i s t s a s 

''cu 1 t u r a 1 c onvergence '' wa s eviden t in the native cu 1 tu re 

of t he slav e s and that of th e ir South e r n masters . In th e ir 

nat ive land the slav e s, like the ir new master s, were an 

agr icultura l people . The y lived close t o natu r e , f e lt a 

dee p family r el a te dness ba sed on rigi d c us toms of c l ass 

distin ction, an d ex perienc ed religion as a fundamental sup-

port of a way of li fe . Even mutual distrust cou ld not 

prevent ama lgamation of the two parallel cul t ur e s under 

conditions of mutual d epe ndence. 

Ce rtainly the influence o f the mas ter race upon 

the s ubs e r v ient on e was ov e rtl y gr e ater than th e reverse. 

Hence , the slave s we r e dest in ed t o li ve thei r lives in a 
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ki nJ of twi li g h t zon e o f co n fe rr ed identi ty without a 

p ro per sense o f S8 lf o r r e l at i on sh i p to t heir f a milies or 

Lo soci e ty. This lack of a se ~se Df s e lf wa s evid e nt in 

the slaves ' eff or t s to ident i l ~ wi t h ri c h an d infl ue n t ial 

mas te rs. They o ft e n b r a g ge,:.i a bou t b(d o ng i i1g to r e s pectable 

fam ilies, and boaste d of the pr ic e t h a t wa s p a id for th e m. 

"~ thou sand - do l l ar s la ve f e l t s up er ior to an e i g ht- h undr e d 

do llar slave . " 1 But t he black man's s ense of inf e ri o rit y 

wa s so enormous tha t eve n whe n, in r are cases, h e acquired 

a n e ducat i on , he co uld no t , o r dar e d not, claim i t s priv-

ilege s. Eato n tells the st o ry of " Unc l e " Al be rt Burg e ss 

of \1.'arre nto n, ~l orth Carolina, a well educa te d forn,er s l ave 

w h o , a ft e r the Ci v i 1 \far , r ef u s e d a no mi 11 a ti on for Co ng re s s 

''beca use he did not t hink that Negr oes were fit f o r poli •

tic al office . 11 2 Fe w bon d smen , f ur t he r mo re , we r e able to 

ove rcorne the apathy which a lac k of i de n t i ty fost e r e d. 

Ol msted recorded a s i gn i f i c an t exam pl e i n th e words of a 

woma n he v i s i ted who had fo rmer l y liv ed i n t he North. Sh e 

was comp lai n ing bi t t e rl y of t h e lazin e ss of Ne gro e s: 

Up to t h e North, if a g ir l went u ut into the 
garde n fo r a ny t h in g , . whe n s l1e cam e back s h e would 
c l ean her feet , but Lh ~ s 0 n igye r g irl s will stump 
righ t i n and t r a ck mud ;;lJ over the ho us e . Wha t 

l S t a mp p , p . ;n 9 . 

2 Eat on, p. 190. 
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do they care? They'd just as lief c l ea n the mud 
a fte r the mselves as anyth i ng else - -their time isn ' t 
a ny va l ue to th e mse lv es. I 

Ol ms t e d i s qui c k to observe: 

But note th e fatal r e ason this woman frankly 
giv e s fo r th e in e vita b l e de linq uencies of slave 
s e rvants ,i_ " Th e ir time isn ' t an y va l ue to them-
se lv e s!"<:'. · 

Fam ily lif e among slaves was in constant jeopardy 

si nc e i t wa s c omplete l y su bject to the whim of the master. 

Th ou gh mo s t ma st e rs encourag e d marr i ag e an d fidelity , it 

wa s not un com mon for slaves to change part ne rs at wil l 

wi tl1o u t r e p r im a nd . Child be ar in g was e ncour a ged , since i t 

e nr ich e d th e maste r; a nd much Southern phil o sophy, and 

eve n s ome t h e o l og y , r emov e d th e sti gm a fr o m " i ll e gitimat e " 

bir ths . Ch a nce llor Willia m Ha rp e r of the Su pr e me Court of 

So uth Car olina wrote : 

I n n o r t h e r n c om mu n i t i e s t h e u nm a r r i e d w o m a n ' 'i h c,, 

b e com e s a mo t he r i s a n out c as t f rom so cie ty . She 
has giv e n birth to a hu ma n be ing wh o i s c omm o nl y 
edu c at e d t o a cour se o f v ic e , d e p rav it y , an d 
c r i m e . I t i s n o t s o w i t h t h e ,' 2 m a 1 e s 1 a v e . S h e 
.i s n o t a 1 e s s u s e f u 1 m e m b e r c, f s o c i e t y t 11 ::i n b e f c, r e . 
Sh e h a s not imp a ir e d her me an s of sup p o rt nor 
mate ri a ll y impair e d h e r cha r ac t e r or l o wer e d her 
e du c a t ion; she has done no gr e at injur y to h e rself 
or a ny o t h e r human b e ing . li e r offspri n g is not a 
burden bu t a n a c qu isiti on to her own e r. The want 

1 Fr ed ri c k Law Olmst e d, 
( I ndi a napolis: Bo bb s- Me rril l, 

2 Ibid. , p . 154. 

Th A Co t to n Kin gdom 
1 9 71 ) , p . 1 5 3 . 
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of chas t i t y am ong sl ave s har d ly de s e rv e s a harsher 
n a me than we akness . I 

Onc e th e chi ld was born, he not only was t he property of 

t he ma ster bu t was under t he control o f the whit e mistress 

mo re than o f his own moth e r. Slave pa rents were often 

be ate n i n t h e pr e s e nce of th e ir childr e n , t heir o rders to 

the ir ch il d r e n count e rmand e d b y their owners, and the i r 

c1b i lity to mee t th e ir cni lc.1 r e n ' s si :n plest needs depended 

up on the pate rn ;il wh im of th e master . Th e •ll t i ma t e i n -

di g nity, of c ours e , ldy in th e G0n s t&nt t e rror that eith e r 

pa re nt o r c hi ld would be sold to a r e mot e owner. Though 

p la ntat i on li fe r e flect e d th e val ue which th e me mbers of 

the ruli ng c l a s s pla ced upo n a s ec ur e f amil y lif e for 

t he ms e l ve s, it pro v id e d non e of th e r e quisit e s to this 

b l e s si ng f o r slav e families . 

\'Jh e n t h e slav e calculat e d his be havior in t e rms 

of s oci a l g o a ls his efforts were divid e d bet wee n "the 

q ua r t e rs" a nd "the big house," for both wer e important to 

hi s ex istence . Survival r e quir e d that t h e bondsman d e velop 

t h os e charact e ristics which pleased the master--respect , 

ob e di e nce , submissiveness , fawning humi l ity-- none of which , 

he must hav e observ e d, were admir e d in free men . His 

succe ss with his master depend e d upon thes e , and his ran k 

lDodd, p . 56 .. 
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am ong fe llow slaves depended upon his master's pl~asure in 

as s igning tasks. 

And a bondsma n, in his own circle, was as high l y 
sensit iv e to social distinctions as ever was his 
maste r. In a society of unequals- - of pri v il e g e d 
and inf er ior castes, of wealth and poverty- - the 
n eed to find some group to feel superior to i s 
giv e n despera te urgency. In some parts of 
Virginia eve n the field-hands who felt t he con 
t e mpt of t he domestics could la v is h their own 
contemp t upon the ''coal pit niggers" who were 
hir e d to work in the mines . I 

Do me stics , ar tisans , and foremen, or "drivers," were 

c ons id ered the a ristocrats of the slave p opu lation; but 

ap po i~tm e nt to such a high position was not an unmixed 

ble ss in g . Not on l y did thes e slaves liv e constan tly under 

the watc hful e ye of their wh it e overlords, but the y were 

per mane nt ly sepa r ate d from easy and natur al contact with 

the ir only true companions. Such a slave bec ame what 

so cio lo g ists call a "marginal ma n." [le e x ist e d in a 

no-ma n's land be tween two cultures, a part of neither. 

It was th e women of this elite group who most often 

pro duc e d mulatto children; and th ey , too, took up the 

bewildering marginal existence. Many o f t1ese dispos -

sessed people looked longingly toward the relaxed liv i ng 

in the quarters. 

The influences of slavery wer e not altc>get her 

one -sided, for by the choice to enslave others the master s 

1 Starnpp, p. 335 . 
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had enslaved themselves to certain inevitable consequence s . 

In the first place , the need for immediat e returns on their 

huge investment in la bor required the planters to practice 

far ming method s which result ed in desolation and waste 

thr oughou t the South . That same urgency cau sed the land-

ho lders to pursue r ec klessly other practices and polic ies 

jus t as harmful in the long run: 

It prevented the growth of towns and cities, it 
shut out industr ialism, and it mad e the South 
depende nt on th e Nor th or European nation s for 
its manufact ur es . Wh ile the No r t h was receiving 
an influx of free labor e rs th e South was in
creasing unnecessarily its slave labor supply , 
i n d 11 1 g i n g i n u n w i s e i n v e s t me n t s , a n d o v e r s t o c k i n g 
thP markets with soutl1ern staple crops . In 
r.1ak ing labor undignified, moreov e r, it rcd11ced 
tile poor whites to poverty, caused a scarcity of 
m o n f; y , c 11 e a p e n e d 1 a n d , a n d c o n f i n e d t h e S o u t h t o 
one-crop farming at the ex pen s e of its undev e l oped 
resources .I 

Second l y , the mast e rs suffer e c the conse ,p e nces of 

thei r own d eme aning acts of p a t e rnalism. 

foredrick Law Olmsted be~i eved t hat tl i~ r: los ~ 
assoc i ation of South e rners with shiftl es J Ne gro 
slaves tended to dev e lop the habit of ign o ring 
smal l things because the ma st e r's patienc e was 
constant l y tri e d by infinite vexations on the 
µart of tile care l e ss slav e s--irritations that 
wo ~l d have infuriated a Northerner. The lax, 
slipshod · met hods of t he Southern plantation 
t e nded to develop ha bi ts of min d unsuited to 
science . The ty pical Southern e r . was given 

1 C a r t e r W o o d s o n a n d Ch a r 1 e s H • We s 1 e y , Th e N£JI..I_Q_ 
in Our Histo rv (Washington , D. C.: As sociat e d P ublishers, 
1962), p . 237. 
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to vagu e general iz at ions a nd inexact sp ee ch; 
his mind was orat ori ca l and ro mantic; h e lacked 
an aptitude for "clos e observation," . . and 
he disliked app lying h ims elf to details.l 

Pe rha ps this was just payme nt for the kind of pa te rnalism 

whic h "gav e its rec ipi ent privileges and comforts but made 

!1 i m i n t o s o li1 e t h i n g 1 e s s t h a n a m a n . " 2 

An in c reas ing laxity in mora l st a ndar ds , e special l y 

am ong white male s, became one of th e most painful and 

last ing conseq ue nc e s of slavery. Men watching th e ir own 

ch ildren or grandc hil dren growing up as slaves suffered 

ago nizing conf licts which th e y att e mpted to resolve in a 

v;:ir iety of \ ra ys : sometimes the y gave t he ir black consort s 

a n d t 11 e c h i 1 d r e n p r e f e r e n t i a 1 t r e a t m E: n t a t h c rn 2 ; s o me t i m e s 

t l1 e y s e t t h e m f r e e a n d s e n t t h e m a w ;:i y , p r o v i d i n g m o n e y f o r 

t !J e i r c a r e ; s o m e t i me s c 1 a u s e s i ;, t h e i r w i 1 l s s p o Ju'! m o r e 

than they had the courage to s ay v!J e nl:✓ : 

a rn a s t e r i n S o u t h 11 a m p t o n Co u n t y , ·: i r g i n i a , 
freed !!annal! for "me ri t orious ser vice " and gave 
her fifty acr e s o f l and , a house , and an annua l 
pens i on of fif ty do llars . 3 

But k ee n a s the man's suffering undoubt e dly was in some 

c ases , it could not be compared to that of the slave 

1Eato n, p . 244. 

2stam pp, p . 327 . 

3 Tb" d 
j_ 1 . ' p. 358. 
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mi stres s or even to that of the legal wife . One embit-

te red woman wrote: 

'' L i k e t 11 e p ;'.; t r i a r c h s o f' o 1 d , o u r L1 e n 1 i v e a 1 1 i n 
o n e h o u s e w i t i~ 1, r e i. r w i v e s a :1 d -:: h e :;_ r co n c u b i n e s ; 
and th e mula tt oes one SC""S iil ever y family partl y 
res e mble the wh i te children . Any lady is r ea dy to 
tel l you wh o is the father of all the mul atto 
childre n in everybody ' s household but he r own . 
The s e , she se em s to t hink , drop from the clouds . 
\1 y d i s g u s t s om e t i me s i s b o i 1 i n g o v e r • " 1 

The chi ldren were the real victims, of course. In 

Lhe li ght of modern ps ych ology it is lo g ical to assume that 

a l l- - black, wh it e , and mulatto -- lived in a state of psy 

ch olog ical conflict as they attempted to sort out the 

perp le x ities of their ex istences. They pla y ed together, 

st udied to get h e r, ate toget he r, and often bed ded tog e ther . 

Gr ow in g up in such daily intimac y amon g themse l ve s and 

witne ssing, as children do, the intimacies of the adults 

n roun d t l1 e m, th ey not infr e quent l y di s co vere d a bond of 

k inship between them. But despite that fac t , their child-

hood equa lity was short-lived . The mystical age was 

inev it ab l y reached whEn one ~ecamc mast e r and the other 

slave . From tllat momen t a ur e at gvlf s e parated them : 

one lived off t~e wealth which the other earned; one 

wielded th e whip wl:i 12 th e ot her s pbmitt ed ; one c ommanded 

while the othe r obeyed. Adolesc en t sla ve s might react 

1 Stampp, p. 356 . 
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wi t h stunned disbe lief, sulle n stoicis m, o r resentment and 

a n ge r; but it made no difference . 

a nd the ri ft was permanent: 

The ir fa te wa s s e aled, 

In t he Slave Paper s of th e Librar y of Cong r e ss 
is a manuscript a uto biog r aphy of the slave 
"F i e lds," dated at Richmond in 18 4 7; . Fields 
r e lat e s t h at he ne ver knew what "t he yoke of 
opp r ess ion'' was until he was nearly gro wn, fo r 
"t he black and whi te child r e n all faired a l ike." 
Ile became ve r y attached t o the ma s te r's son; but 
when th e l at t er had be come a teenag e r, he ass ert ed 
h is super i or it y ov er his dark - skinn ed playmate a nd 
friend , " lik e a peacoc k among chick e ns," and soon 
tlle master 's son wa s sent awav to scho ol and the 
slave b oy was pu t in the fi e l~s to work. 1 

De st in y was una l terab ly pr e scribed by con dit io ns of birth. 

Wh at Fields per ce ived a s a sho w o f sup er ior it y , how

e ve r , may in rea lit y have bee n the you ng man' s va liant 

e f fo rt to play suc ce ssfull y the role asc r ib e d by so c i ety 

to men of h is stat ion. At l east , this was t~e rationa li-

za tion wi t h wh ich mo st Southern g e ntlemen deluded the m-

se lves . They had not chosen slavery. Tr:d e ed , t hey ~ 

ch osen --b y God -- for the task of developing th e perfe ct 

soc iety . And that includ ed bearing the "cross" of slav e ry, 

The Gre e ks had d emonstrated that no gr eat civ ilization 

cou ld exi s t apart from slavery, and the South wo uld be 

grande r than Gre ece becau se God had ordai ned it. 

Ja mes H. Ham mond of Sout h Ca roli na affirm ed : 

1 
Eato n, p . 194. 

Sen at or 
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It [s lavery] i s no evil . On the contrary , I 
be lieve it to be the greatest of all the great 
blessings wh i ch a kind Providenc e bestowed 
upon our gl orio u s region. . it has rende r ed 
our southern country proverbia l for its we alth, 
its geni us , and its manner s.I 

Virgi ni an Th oma s R. Dew agreed and carri e d the argumen t a 

step fu rt he r : 

It i s the order of nature and of God that the 
being of supe rior faculties and knowledge , and 
the r e fore of s upe rior po we r, s hou ld coptro l 
a!1.d disp os e of th os e who are inf e ricr. 2 

These att it ude s r e present what Syd nor has cal l ed the 

"curious , ps y chopathic condition " 3 of tlle Sou':. h. The des-

perate ne ed to defe nd th e mselv es in a m0 ral1} u,1 tP.nabl e 

pos ition had ca1sed South e r ne rs t o close tlt e ir eye s to 

th e ir ow n injustices , their ear s to an y c riticism of thei r 

fundamenta l way of lif e , and their minds to all objective 

analysi s. Ra lph McGil l obs e rv e d a century later that the 

Negro rlid not f i t "t he image the white man had of him . 

. 4llcl thnt was bad beca us e this meant the imag e the white 

man - I "4 had of hi mself was n't tru e e1t 1er. 

1 Syd ;1or, p . 336 . 

2 Dod d, p . 53 . 

3 Syd nor, p. 339 . 

4 ~1 c G i l 1 , p • l 5 7 • 
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The ' 'New South '' dates from 1877 when the last of 

the fe de r al t roops were ordered to withdraw and the South 

was ag ain i n th e hands of Southerners. Reconstructio n was 

a mi sn ome r, as well as a failure, since it was never the 

in ten t ion of t he North to rebuild the South, but rather to 

des tr oy it -- whi c h it virtua lly did --an d make it over--which 

i t did not. T 11 e a 1 t r u i s t i C a i m s f Or th e ~.Cu t }1 w i th w h i Ch 

t he abo litio n i sts had inflamed the Nort'.1 v.rere nev e Y followed 

u p with money or practical plans o :r qualified leadership. 

To his dismay t h e Ne gro discovered th8t the gift of lib

erty was an abstr ac t ion which , much as he prized it, he 

could neithe r e at no r wea r . His fo r me r ma ste r could not 

h elp hi m s ince the mast e r was now as poor as he, and the 

North d id not wa nt him. The utt e r d e struc t ion and desola-

ti on of t he l and was mat c he d only by th e num b despair of 

t he peo pl e , bot h b la c k a nd whit e . Years of war in which 

th e odd s were n eve r e qual wer e climaxed by a h umiliating 

de fec1t and fo llo wed b y a paralyzing "foreign" occupation 

which left the m d rained and apathetic. Only gradually did 

th e old pride and det e rmination return, and it did not 

reach productive proportions until government had been 

fully retur ned t o local control . Ev e n then the Old South 

was stil l deep ly i n grain e d in th e psychology of the people 
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and sti l l very much in ev i de nc e in every facet of Southern 

c11Jture - - soc ial, re ligi ous, and e conomic. 

The economic r ec ov e ry of t he pos t - war South bega n 

i n ea rnes t t h e mome nt North e r n o cc upa t ion ende d . Ma n y 

Sout he rners had long mai ntained that the s t aple-crop sys t e m 

of the a n te -b e ll um Sou th had created the cond itions which 

lo st Lllc m the war, and th ey were not eager to perpetuate 

costly mis t a k e s; but cotton wa s what t hey kn e w and what 

th ey ~o uld c on t inue to de pe nd upon until t hey could do 

better . 

The wa r l e ft Southe rn ers with l ittle ex cept th e 

l and; but 11;:ivi ng no cash with w!1ich t o Pa\' 
" ' l andowners wer e 

for ced to s plit up th ei r hol ding s into small sections and 

1 e t L I! c m o u t t o t e n a n t s a n ct s h a r e - c r o p p e r s , b o t h b 1 a c k a n d 

w!J i t e. Eze ll com·nen t s , '' Th P. c r ed it-::;i. r.g l e - staple - te n a ncy -

erosion cyc le operated to pr 0du c c ~ov e rt y for most and 

. . . f 11 " 1 econom i c 1ns ec ur 1 ty or a . Neve rth e l ess , the financial 

d espera tion of the r eg io n ke pt cotton king unti l an6the r 

cri s i s e nded its hold on t h e r e gion : 

By 1913 t he c om i ng of the boll weevil, a rising 
int er n at io na l com pet i tio n, and sagging farm 
cr0d i ts had broug h t t he southern farmer to the 
brink of rui n. 

Cot ton pov e r ty wa s de e p a nd s ta rk e nough, but 
there was st ill another ghostly nanif e station. 

1 Ezell, p. 1 33 . 
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Ris i ng on th e ve ry ground of cotton failure 
we re ch e mically made synthetics. . This 
t h r e at fa r outweighed abolition of slavery, or 
e ve n compe tition from oth e r c ot ton gro we rs 
a ro un d t he world . It kn e w no drought, no 
inse cts , no ravaging plant disease.I 

Respo nd in g t o th e se combined exigencies , South e rn agri-

cultu re too k a new turn . Insect-ridden cot t on fields were 

conve rt e d to truck farms, or turned into pasture s for 

ca1tle g r az ing, or planted in corn , wh e at> tr ,=e s, or any 

other c omm od it y which promised a profit. )1 e c h a n i z e d 

farmi ng a nd a n improv e d transport a tion syst e m further 

change d t h e pictur e , but it was World War iI which defi 

n itel y b r oug h t a n e nd t o agricultural dominance in th e 

South by t h e r e voluti ona r y e x pan s i on of in d u s tr y wh i ch 

h ad bee n 1 11 pr og r e ss since th e close of th e Civil War. 

I nd ee d , ma ny in the South had pr e a c h ed industria l 

expa ns ion s ince pr e -Civil Wa r days and h ad woo e d Norther n 

i ndus tr i Rli st s to th e South with th e promis e of two irr e sis-

ti b le a dv a n ta g e s : t ax e x emptions and an a b undance of cheap 

l abor . Th e polit i c a lly powerful fulfilled th e first half 

of Lh e pro mis e whil e the many women and children l eft wid

ow e rl a nd fa th e rless by th e war, together with thousands of 

p oor whi te s , fulfilled the s e cond half. The be nefits which 

th e So uth off e r e d plus scientific and technological advances 

1 Th om a s D. Cl a rk, The Emer ging South (New York : 
Oxfor d Uni v . Pr e s s , 1968 ), pp. 41 - 42 . 
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evince d majo r industrial expans i on, but the advance s st il l 

did not k ee p up with the South 's need s: 

G y 1 9 3 0 , a n ct t h e a d v e n t o f t h e G r e a •, De p 1· e s s i ,, n , 
it was c l e ar that the South, though i t had ma~e 
fai r progr es s in industriR l ~zation, had hardly 
de nted t h e su rfac e of the ur~~n t r eed for eco no~ i ~ 
d i ver sificat ion . If th e r egi on wfrE: t,, ccmpete 
W i th the re S t O f t he n a t i On , i n d U 3 t r j ;:: l I~:~ [la, 1 S ] 0 n 
was a nec e ss i ty . I 

Th e nece ssary ex pansion was delayed, howe ve r, and pr ogr e ss 

wa s arre sted by the depr e ssion . Many workers wer e l a i d o f f , 

and waJe s wer e reduced to subsistenc e levels as in dustry 

wai le d out t he years until t he outbr ea k of Wor l d Wa r I I 

provided Lhc stimulus which thrust it permanently into the 

f o r <' f r o 11 t o f t h c S o u t h e r n e c o n o m y • 

Nex l Lo e conomy , perhaps no o the r influence wa s as 

gr eat 1n t he Sout h as the religious one . Its importance 

is em phasized by Cla rk whe n he says : "To appra i se the 

Soulh w.itho u t exa mining i n considerable detail the p l ace of 

o rganize d rel igion would be akin to viewing a forest with -

o u t t 11 c t r e e s . " 2 C. Vann Woo dw a rd agr ee s with Cl ark on the 

im portance of r e li gi on in th e South : 

Ne i !her learning nor li t e r a ture of a secular s ort 
co u l d co 1':1 par c w i th r e 1 i g ion in ~•o w,~ r a :1 d i n f l u e n c e 
ov e r th e mi nd and spirit of the South. The 
e x u J; c r a n t r e 1 i. g i o s i t y o f t h e S o u t lt e r n p c 0 p l P , t h e 

l c l ar k, p . 219 . 

2 I bid . 
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c on s er v 3 t iv e o rtho doxy of the do min a :1 ;_ s c ~ t s .• a r, d 
tll0 ove rwhe l mi ng Pro te st a ntism of a ll. but a few 
pa rts of the regi :rn were forc e s th c1~ p e r:,istej 
po wer f ul l y in the twe nti eth century. 1 

Th c c o n s e r v a t i v e o r t h o d o x y o f \rv h i c h h e s p e 3 J~ ::: , c Ii a r a ,: t e: :r -· 

ized a s it wa s by l e galism and lit e ralism, ~:ro~gtt Clark 

to Lile concl usion that" . the South h as preached the 

~cw Te stament and liv e d by the narrower t e ne ts of the 

Old. 112 Li t e ra l in te rpr eta tion began with a firm belief 

in the Ge ne s i s account of cr ea tion and reached its climax, 

as fa r as th e South was concerned , in th e fix e d social 

po s it i o ns incumbe nt upon th e desc e ndants of Shem, Ham, 

cl n d .l ;:i p h e t 11 • lt wa s equa ll y rigid on oth e r points of 

o r L h l' d o :-.: _y , t h o u g 11 i t s t e c h n i q u e s a n d o r g a n i z a t i o n s r e -

flccLe d th e growing t ec hnology of the society in which it 

existe d . I n fact , accor din g to Cash, religion in the 

twent i e th c e ntury South "h ad no w been vulgarized by the 

t h in j a zziness wh ich see ms t o be the ne cessary concomitant 

o f i nd ustr ialism everywhere . 113 Th e South e rn church 

pr eac he d " sin an d salvation" anJ l e ft the plight of 

c::ir t hly ma n to th e "so cial - gospel radica :s " oft.h e Nor th. 

1 C . Va n n W o o d w a rd , 0 r :: _g_ i n s of t h e ~1 ~ w ~ o 1.; t h 1 8 7 7 -
l2.l} , \I o 1 • J X o f ."\ H i s t o r v o f _c __l}_s_ S o u t ll , e d . W e n d e 1 1 
l lo 1 me s St e p h e n se n a n d E . ~1 er t o ,1 Co u 1 t e r ( 8?. ton Ro lA g e : 
Loui s iana State Un iv . Pr e ss, 1951 ) , p .. li~/3 . 

2Clar k, p • 249. 

3cash , pp. 29 0-291. 
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~0odw a rd obse rv e s that this religious atrop h y existed 

prior t o 1913 : 

t he r e wer e three t e nd e ncies "clearly 
c!js c e rnib l e " i n Americ a n Christia n ity of this 
per iou : '' a t r e nd toward church unity, a 
furt he r l ib e ral iz ing of th e olo g y and an in 
cre a s in g e mph a s is upon socialized religion . " 
Yet on e sear ch e s va inl y for import a nt man i fes
tat ions of any on e of t he se t hr ee t e nde ncies 
i n Lil e ann als of Sou t h ~ rn rt rist e ndom.l 

That Clar k i s for~ e d to a similar conclusio n of th e church 

as it ex i st e d ~ r e t han ;i f ty ye ars la te r c o nstitute s a 

clear c o nd e mna tio~ : 

~n e ra of e con omic r e v o lu t ion, coupl e d with 
Lhe disi llu sio n br ough t by t wo world wars , 
11;:id littl e inf l ue n c e on th e fund a me n t al struc 
ture o f the s out her n c hurch . 2 

Th e s t r ong l y re l ig ious atmosp he r e d i d not, however, 

eliminate socia l c onflict, and som e no tic e a b le sociologica l 

change s ha d o c c ur r e d . Dominat e d as it was b y the power , 

wealth, a nd me nta lit y o f th e plant e r class, the Old South 

d id not f ee l t h e influ e nce of t he ye om a n a nd poor- white 

cl asses wh i c h t he Ne w South f e lt . But the l e veling in -

flu c nce o f t h e wa r c aus e d th e s e groups to s e e their o nce 

ari sto crat i c ne ighbors i n a more realistic light , and though 

at f ir s t t h e y per pe t uat e d t he rule of th e mighty by electi ng 

t h e m Lo po li t i ca l office, th ey soon s e nsed the importance 

1 woodwa rd, p . 450. 

2 Cl a rk, p . 249. 
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of un iting their efforts in their own inter e st. Fa rr.1ers 

beg an to join national organizations for alleviation of 

ll1e ir gri ev ances and were later drawn under the infiuence 

oi' t he Populist party, which Ezell says aroused the clas8 

con sc iousne ss of the farmers ''to the extent that they 

becam e one of the most self-conscious groups in American 

his tory ." 1 The benef its of Rooseve l t 's New Dea l devo lv ed 

large ly to poo r whit e s in the South and saved them from 

ruin , t hough it stigmatized them in the eyes of th e ir more 

affl uent n e igh bors . Finally, the organization of industrial 

l • bo r unions gav e th e blue collar worker th e political clout 

11 <' 11 a cl 3 l w a y s l a c k e d and g a v e h i m a s e n s e of d i g n i t y , a t 

l e2s t, in a s tru ggle which had traditionally be e n unequal. 

The co nflict among white groups, however, was 

superf icia l, ind ee d, compared to th e struggle between white 

and bL1ck , be for e which , as Cash says, "all others were 

for es horte ne d, dwarfed , and all but obliterated ." Racial 

di scr iminat i o n, ho weve r, did not begin immediately after 

e mancipat ion; for the South did not immediately recognize 

th a t it had a problem : 

Under s la ve ry th e vast majority of non-slave
owni ng whit e s h a d be e n larg e iy isolated from the 
Negro , a nd t h e r e h a d been only a labor issue 
be twe e n th e whi te man and his sl~v e . Under the 

lEz e ll , p. 17 2 . 
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new or de r there would be create d a race issue . 
I n a s e nse and to a degree, a ll wh i tes had 
bee n aristoc r at s under slav e r y be ca use they 
we r e f r ee . After redemption, white me n who had 
see n Ne gro e s occup y superior positions to thei r 
ow n du ring rac ial recons t ruction were resolved 
that it shou l d not happen again .I 

The f irst 3 t tempt to control t he Ne gro was through di s-

fra nc his e me nt. Some me n, like Cart e r Gl ass of Virgin i a , 

made no e ffort to hide th ei r purpose. From the f l oor of 

the con s t itut i ona l convention he th undered : 

Discri minate : Why that i s preci se l y what we 
propose ; that , exactly , is wh a t this conve n t i o n 
wa s e l e ct e d f or - - to d i sc riminate to the very 
e xt r em i ty of pe rmissib l e a c t ion un der the 
1 i 1n i t a t i o n s o f th e F c cl e r a 1 Con s t i t u t i o n , w i t h a 
view to th e e limination of e very negro vot er 
11· h o c c:: n be g o t t e n r i d o f 1 e g a 1 1 y • . . 2 

T h i s \\' a s a c c o m p 1 i s h e d w i t h '' g r a n d f a t h e r '' c 1 a u s e s , t h e p o 1 1 

t ax , li te r ac y t e sts , st uff e d ballot b o_' PS , intirrddatio n, 

anrl e ven vio l e nce whe n i t was r e quir e d . The n through a 

s er ies of l aws the Negro wa s gradua l ly 1J 2ne•t fr~ 1n a l l 

p e rs o 11 a 1 contact with w h i t e s e: x c e p t co n tact j n a s •~ r van t 

capac it y . Ev e n mo r e important , h e was Lctrrad from the 

s ocia l inst i t utions and jobs e ssentia l to raising his 

st at us and standard of l i v i ng . Th e Negro r e sponde d by 

l eav in g the South or by b ec oming , at l ea st on t he outside , 

1Thomas D. Cl a rk a nd Alb e rt D. Ki rwa n, 
5 i nc e ~pn om attox : ~ Century of Re gio n a l Chang~ 
Oxford Univ . Pr es s , 1 96 7) , p . 306 . 

2 Eze ll , p . 181. 

Th e South 
( Ne w Yor k: 
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t he obsequ ious creature the white man wished him to be. 

Bu t during t he depression years, he saw federal la w operate 

i n his favor fo r the first time. The opportunities of the 

~e w Dea l in c lud e d him, and in l es s than a decade World 

\\' a r I I c r e a t e d a d d i t i o n a 1 op po r t u n i t i e s f o r j o b s a n d p r o -

v lde d more l aw s guaranteei ng his rights . In addition, a 

n e \, p h i 1 o sop h y w a s g aining ground among th e members of h i s 

ow n rac e spea rh ea d e d by W. E. B. DuBois , head of the NAAC P : 

the e ra of Neg ro accommodation wa s dead. The combination 

of fo rc e s had created what Odum called " a New Negro.'' 

It was not on l y tha t Neg ro yo uth, sensing the 
ep ochal sp iri tu;:i l c h ang e in :::.-ac ial a tt i t ud e and 
1 e rl b y :'\ e g r o 1 e a de r s l1 i p o f t h e ~~ o r t h a n d So u t h , 
\\'as minded to ex p e rim e n t wi th eve r y t ype of 
e qual opportunity -- it was a ll this and more . I t 
was as j f some uni versa l messag e had come through 
to t he great mas s of Neg ro es , urging th e m to 
drea m new dr e ams and to pr otest against the old 
or d e r.I 

That they did not stop with the dreams is see n in the 

enor mo us qua ntity of civil rights l e gislation e nacted in 

r ece nt times . 

Til e vicissitudes of th e Ne w South ha ve bee n re-

corded in the ps ycho log y of th e South e rn mind. Richard 

Weaver points out that th e typical America n, in contrast 

1Ho ward W. Odum, " The Way of t he South," In Sea rch 
of th 0 Re gi ona l Ba l ance of Amer ic a , e d. Ho ward W. Od um and 
Kat lt a r i n e .Jo ch er ( Ch ap e 1 11 i 11 : Univ . of North Caro 1 in a 
Pr ess , 1945) , p. 19. 
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with t he citizen of any other civilized na t ion on earth, 

stands for "success unllr.iite'..l." But, he add s , 

this :s t h e p o int at whic h th e ~outherner 
ceases to be cl a ~s ; f f ed an Ameri c an. He has had 
to ta st e a bitter cup which no America n is sup 
posed to know anything about , the cup of defeat. 1 

And in this defeat lies another fact of enormous psycho -

log ical signif i cance , Weave r claims . The Southerner is an 

. -\me rican ag ainst his will . This knowledg e buried deep in 

his psychology exp lains much of th e r e gion's irrational 

legis l at ion a nd much of the Southerner's det ermination to 

up hold it. Speaking of t his p e culiar characteristic , 

\I c G i 1 1 s a y s : 

As is a l ways t he case , fraudulent met hods begat 
oth e rs. In t ime, the originals and those spawned 
by them c ea sed to be admittedly sl y and dis 
honorab l e devices a nd become shields of the 
Souther n way of lif e --hon ored , hallowed customs 
"tried and tested by our fo refat he rs." Seg r eg a 
tion beca me , n ot a rut hl e ssly pragmat i c mechan ism 
to di sf ranc hi se and econom icall y depress and ex 
p lo i l the Negr o, but "tw o separate societies 
ex istin g side by side for the prot e ction of e ach . " 
Seg r egat ion was "b e s t " for both. 2 

Rob ert Coles , in th e record c f hif p s y chological study of 

r a c i s m 1 n th e So u t h , m 2 ;_ c s t h e; s 3 1111~ o b s e r v a t i on : 

1 R i ch a r d i;J • \A.' Pd v e r , " f, sp ec t s r1 -f t, h '.: Sou th e r n 
Phil oso phy," Sout h e rn B.i.D.!21-'.2.~ ~'_"-~.:._ _ __}'_he Lit erat ur e of th e 
~1 o de r n Sou t h , e d . Lo u i s iJ • :--: u bi n , Jr . a n d Ro b e rt D • J a cob s 
(Ba ltimore: Johns !l opkins, 1953), p. 24 . 

2McGi 11, pp . 219- 220 . 
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"t h e Sou therner" is more tha n a r e sident 
of th e South. He e x ists psychologically; and 
in at l ea st that r e sp ec t he exi sts across the 
barr i e rs of rac e and class. He is one Ame rican 

. wh ose ancestors ge neration a ft e r ge n e ra
tion, li v e d at cross-purposes to every politica l 
principle of thi s nation. He is the one 
America n who r e ally kn ow s histor y because h e 
liv es co ns ta n t ly in its vengef ul pr esen ce.I 

The se fraudu l en t pr act ic es and the ir psy cholog ic a l r e sults 

ha ve bee n ve r y cost l y to ·Southerners . Se eing "so much of 

h orr or, both in th e mselves and outside themselv e s," they 

bega n to be afra i d, and th e f e ar was translat ed into "hate 

fo r whatever differed from th e msel ve s and their ancient 

pat tern . .. 2 In som e th e hatred fl amed i n to violen c e , 

b ut more often it so li d ifi ed into a cold , i mp e rso na l 

a loofness . ~i c G i 1 1 s a y s , " Se gre g at i on i s e s t range me n t. 

It is wi t h drawa l from humanity that is close at ha 11 d , that 

pas s e s i n the street , that li ves just ov e r tr,e wa y . ,, 3 

Per haps the worst part of such e s t r ange ment is that it 

co nsti tute s a form of se lf- e s tra ng ement wh ic; h r e sul t ~; in 

a br oo ding n a rcis s ism of t otal isola t ion. That such a 

sta t e do e s ex ist in th e Sou t h is r ef lect ed in many of her 

nat iv e writers . 

1 Rob e r t Co l e s, Far e we ll t o th e So u th (Bo ston: 
Littl e , Brow n, 19 63 ), p. 50. 

2cash, p. 294 . 

3 Mc Gill, p. 218. 
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Cash says, 

if it can be s a id there are many Souths, 
the fact rema ins that t here is a lso one Sou t h . 
That is to say , :i.t is easy t o trace th ro ughout 
the region a fa i rly defi n ite menta l 
patt e rn, as so c iat ed wi th a fair l y def init e 
social pattern - - a complex o f estab lis he d re la
tionships a nd habits of thought, sentime nts, 
pr e judice s, standards and values , and associ -
ations of idea s . 1 

The characteris ti c s of the South presented her e and the 

in fluences from wh ic h th ey grew are s ome of those which 

pr oduced the "one Sout h ," whi ch in t u r n p r Qduced t h e men 

an d women of the Southern Liter a ry Rena iss ance . 

1 Cash , p . viii. 



CHAPTER II 

KATHERINE ANNE PORTER: OLD SOUTH INFLUENCES 

IN THE MIRANDA STOR IES 

One of t he first gene r ation of Sout he rn Renaissa nc e 

writers, Katherine Anne Porter wa s born on ~ ay 15, 189 0, in 

I ndian Cr ee k, Texas, wher e she li ved until 1901 whe n s h e 

a nd her sister bega n their convent ed ucati on s . ,\ t n i n e t e e n 

re porting , acting, dancing, singing, painti~~, t2ach i ng , 

a nci wr i t ing, the last of which she always cons ide red her 

1· e a 1 p r o f e s s i o n . However, she onc e ad mi tte d to Barbara 

Thom pson , "I think I ' ve only spent about ten percent of my 

e nergies on writing. Th e other nin ety percent went t o 

kee ping my h e ad above water ." 1 ~I u ch o f ~h s s P o rt e r ' s t i me 

has be e n spent in teaching wr i ting on colleg e campuses . 

She has, in fact , lec tu red in more than 150 univers iti e s 

an d co ll eges i n t he United States and Europe. She ha s 

received many awards , includi ng five honorary degrees . 2 

1 8 . 1' 1 " ~ ·· arbara 1omps on, HD 

Porter : ~ Criti ca l Symposium, 
Ge orge Core ( At hens: Univ . of 

Interview," Ka th e rine Anne 
ed . Ladwic k ilc1 rtley and 
Georgia Pre ss , 1 969 ), p. 1 5 . 

0 ( '" Geo rg e He ndrick, Kath e rin e .A nne Porte r New Yor k: 
Twayne , 19 6 5), pp. 1 1- 28 . 

- 40 -
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Ba rbara Thompson , i n an intervie w for Paris Re vi e w 

in 1963 , asked Miss Porter whether or not one of her s t ories 

was "true ." Miss Po r ter rep li e d, 

The t r ut h is , I h av e ne ve r wr i tten a stor y in 
my life th a t did n't hav e a ver y firm foundatio n 
in actua l hu man experience--s omebody e ls e 's 
experie nc e quite of ten , but an exper ie nce that 
became my own by hea ring th e story, by witn e ssing 
the thing , by hea ring just a wo rd perhaps .I 

The detai ls of Miss Po r ter' s li fe suggest that the s eve n 

s tories and th e two sho r t no v e 1 s ca 1 1 e d the ~Ii rand a st ories 

s pring from d e e pl y personal expe riences . In th e se stories 

s he pictur e s th e ev olutio n of an innocent c hild into a 

ma tur e young woma n who has liv ed for days on t he edge of 

d e a t h i n t ii e a 1v f u 1 k n o w l ( ! d q e o f t It e ;i c c u m u 1 a t e d g u i 1 t o f 

t he hum a n race . T h e V a J : l e :. :{ ~, t e m 3 g a i n S t W h i C h t h i S Ill e t a -

morp!Jc1sis takes r,lqce for Mirand a i s th e t raditiona l South 

e rn o n ~~ pract ic e d i ,1 :, ,i s s P0:te1· ' s c. liil ,!h0od h ome , a nd it 

i s betwe e n the inh e rited " trut hs" of a bygon e day and the 

"truth" of her own time that Mi r anda h as t o choose . 

Si ngl y , the Mira nda piec es are stu dies in t he inf l ue nce 

of e nvi ro nm en t upon the formation of individu a l cha ract e rs, 

bu t as a g roup t h ey cons t i t ut e an al le gory of man 's strug

gle against th e mater ial an d psycho lo gi c al r em nants of an 

ar c ha ic past . What Mi :.:a nda fir st acce p ts as the natural 

1Thompson, p. 15 . 
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o rder of things , she gradually co mes to abhor and finally 

t ries with only partial success to throw off altogether. 

A kind of resolut ion is achieved when she realizes that she 

l ives in n o new age , but at that eternal point of synthesis 

be tw ee n past and future. Miss Port er ' s stories are not 

c onfessiona ls, but they are the fiction of memory , and her 

a rrangement of those memories of time and pla ce is the 

e ss e nce of her art . 

The first four stories of "The Old Order" group 

p rovide the details of Mi randa's family backgrou nd and 

be gin , in tile true Sout he rn tradition, with the Grandmot her 

wh ose perv~Jing influenc e is told in two sto ries called 

"The Source" and "Th e Journey." " The Sourc e " is the st ory 

of th e Grandmother 's a nnu al vis it to the old family farm 

where she diligent ly sets about a t.wo - Kc:ek c2 m;:-aiq!1, with 

t h e he lp of the Negroes , to r e stor e the whole place to 

pristine cleanlin e ss and order . The th cr:1e nf -t:.h.; ;;tory is 

implicit in its title , but it ls elaborat ed 1D th~ unfold 

ing of the Gra ndm other's charact e r and is su inmed up in t he 

chi l dre n' s attitude toward her: 
,. sh e was th e only 

r ea lity to th e m in a world tha t seemed oth erwis e without 

fi xed authority or refuge. " l "The Journey " begins 

1 Kat Ii e r i n e Anne Po rte r , T IH· Co l l e c t e d St or j e s of 
Kath e rin e :inne Porter (N ew York: New f--\mer ic an Lib r2ry , 
1 970 ), p. 324 . All subsequent par e n thetic page numbers 
are t o this edit ion. 
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with a picture of the Grandmother, Sophia Jane , and her old 

f ormer slave, Na nnie, enjoying the companionship of old age 

as they sew i n the orchard. Their lives are th e n traced 

from th ·e age of five when Sophia Jane 2cquire~, r~:-:1r. nie~ 

throug h marriage and motherho0d , and the vicissitu~es 0£ 

war and disp lacement. Th ey ar e separat e d in ol( J.Qe only 

by th e Grandmo thet's death. 

The next two stories deal with the ex-slav e s, 

J imbil l y and Nannie . "The Witness" is Uncle Jimbilly, as 

the c hi ldren call him, and what he has witn e ssed are the 

h orror s of slavery, which he recoun t s endlessly to them. 

''The Las t Le a f '' is Nannie, who , afte r th e Grandmot h e r's 

death , surpris e s the e ntire famil y by requesting t he use 

of a vacate d hut for a home of her own. Th e re she peace 

fu lly indulges her inclination s and refuses to b e troubled 

by e i the r her whit e f am il y or her black one. 

These four stori e s, th e prologu e to Miranda's 

ex p e riences, emp l0 y fic t ionally several prominent char

acteri stics of the Old South. First, Sophia Jane 's father, 

as a prominent planter, 'participates in the agricultural 

eco nomy on wh ich the Old South was larg~ l y d e penden t , and 

the su c c e ss of hi s bus i ness depends u~0n nls competence 

in buying and sup e rvising slav 2s . Later Sophia Jane, 

w i d o w c d a n d f o r c e d t o e a r n a l i v i n g -~ ,.., r 1-; e r l 1 :r g e I 1 m i 1 y , 
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first attempts to op e rate a sugar refinery i n Ne~ Orleans, 

but when that fails she moves to a farm in Texa s and re

sumes the ag ricultural life she had known as a child. By 

di n t of strong will, hard work, and determined management 

of h e r Ne groes, now no lo nger slaves, she prospers, in 

spite of being a wo man. 

But mor e important to the stories than the ag ricul

tura l econo my, though ins epa rably related to it, is the 

em phatica ll y Southern social structure with its int ense 

c lass - consc iousness among both whites and blacks. Th e very 

fact that t he group of stories begins by pr ov iding Miranda 

with a fam ily tree is a signal of th e i mpor t anc e o f family 

t o Souther ner s . Richard We av e r ex plains: 

In the South the bea r e r of an idea must come 
vouchsafed and ce rtifi ed . He must be of a good 
fa mily or ho ld some position o r r ep res en t some 
import ant e l eme nt before he can ge t a he ari ng. 
\\! !Jo js lie to hav e an important tho ugh t'? To put 
th e matter in another way, the Sou t he rn e r ex pects 
th e id ea t o come with what the ol d writers on 
rhetor ic us ed to ca ll " et hic a l proof.'' That is to 
say, h e fra nkl y eva luat e s the id e a against the 
backgro un d of its origin. I sc a rc e ly ne ed add that 
i n mo st s i tu at i on s the ''proof'' i s no t et h i ca 1 at 
a ll, but p o litical or worse, since it atte mpts to 
rat e ~houjht according to some no tion of social 
pr e s t ig e . 

Since th e Miranda stori e s are frankly auto bio graphica l, by 

providing " e thical proof" for Miranda Mis s Por te r is in

directly posting her own ~ualificati o ns for speaking on the 

1we av e r, p. 21. 
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s u bject o f the South. Also, in "The Sourc e " it is i mpor

t ant that So ph ia Jane marry within the family--Step h en is 

he r s e cond c ou sin--and in h e r later ye ars she takes pride 

i n having s ta rt e d e ach of her c h ildr e n off with some land 

a n d a lit tle mone y , a practice wh ich g oo d Southe rn families 

a l ways fo llo wed . This practic e is apparent i n Welty's 

De l t a \Ve d d i n g , a 1 so, an d · i s one r e ason why, b y th e turn of 

t h e c e ntu r y , th e South had f e w larg e plantations b ut many 

s mall f arms. The fam i ly's prid e is further s e en in its 

s trong ob j ect ion to Sophia Jane's nursing h e r own babies 

inst e ad of l ett i ng he r sl ave Nannie do it. Ob jection 

r e a c h e d t h e 1 e v e 1 o f s h o c k e d i n d i g n a t i c n wt E n t :.1 e ; 1 e a r n e d 

t h a t So p h i a w a s a 1 s o n u r s i n g ; ,1 a n n i e ' s b a b y d u r i n g N a n ·:1 i e ' s 

il l ness . A c c e p t a b 1 e be h a v i o r i s c 1 e a ! ' 1 v r 0 n cl i_ t . i o n t: d 1 n 

t h e s torie s, as i n real lif e , u p on s oc ial status. 

The p i c t u re of th e sl a v e cultur e in these two 

st o ries is a ls o co ns is t e nt with t h at of t he Old South. 

Na 11 n i e i s s e par at c d fr om h er own p e op l e at th e ag e of f i v e 

whe n s he b e co me s Sophi a J ane ' s companion and be g ins her 

tr ai n ing a s a "d omestic." Her moth e r is jealous of her 

h i gh pos itio n a n d t au n ts h e r with th e humili a ting informa

t i o n t h a t sh e wa s bough t f or twen ty dolla rs . Na n n i e is 

mar ri ed at s eventee n t o Jimbill y , but th e r e is n o bond of 

affe c ti o n to hol d th e m t og et he r in later life: 
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That marriage of convenience, in which t he y had 
been mat ed with truly royal policy, with an eye to 
the bloo d and f am il y sta bility, had dissolved of 
itself be t ween them when the rea son for its being 
had likew is e dissolved. (p . 350) 

Uri cle Jimbil l y 's stories to the doubting children about the 

inhum an treat ment and the e xcruc iating tortu re s endured by 

slaves, esp ecially in the rice district, were auth e ntic, as 

the author k new . And in his te lling the stories the deep 

resentment of the old ex - slave was only thinly di sguised. 

Tho ugh Nann ie loved h e r white mistress, ~he stili treasured 

the word emanc ipation and was al wa ys gr~t 8f ul that, though 

bo rn a slave , sh e would not die one. She proved h e r inde -

pendence and love for freedom by movi ng to an empty hu~- to 

live her last day s apa rt and in her own way after the 

Gra ndm ot her , Sop hia Jane, d ied. 

The wh i te master side of th e Southern portrait is 

no less realistic, but it is larg e ly limit e d to the thought s 

and action s of the Grandmother . She had s ee n from chi l d-

hood th e falseness of much of the chivalric code wl1ich 

dom jnat ed her life a nd that of th e wh ole South, and s he 

tho ught often of its in e quities . It was a code which i n-

sisted that eve n th ~ most t rivial insult to f e minin e virtue 

or mascu l ine hon o r or the most insignificant offense 

a gainst th e accepted code of mann e rs be avenged; yet it 

winked at basic mo ral principles . Sh e resent ed a soci al 



system whi ch relegated women to a position little above the 

servant class and robbed them of the most rewarding human 

ende avors wh ile pretending to place them on a pedestal of 

rank and privilege. As a girl she envied men the freedom 

which she d e sired for herself and for which she substituted 

wild sexual fanta si es. She thought often of the ''delicious, 

the free, the wonderful, the mysterious and t e rrible life 

of men!" ( p . 3 35). But in her later years she suffered much 

from know l edg e of their lack of s exual restraint: 

Miss Sophia Jane had taken upon herself all the 
respons ibilities of her tangled world, half 
white, half black, ming ling steadily and the 
con f usion growing de e per. There were so many 
young me n about the place , alw a ys , younger 
brothers -in-law, first co usins, second cousin s, 
nephews . 

. whene ver a c }1 i 1 d wa s born in the Negr o 
quarters, pink, wo~~-lik0, she held her breath 
f o r t h r e e d a y s , s I~ e t o 1 d h e r e l c:i e s t g r a n d d a u g h t e r , 
years late r, to see whether th A newly born would 
turn black after ttc proper inte rval .... It 
w a s a s t r a -: 11 t h a t t " 1 d 1) n h e ,.· ; a n d e n d e d b y g i v i n g 
h e r a d e e p 1 :1 9 r 0 u n d e d c o 11 t em p t f o r :ri l' n • Sh e c o u 1 d 
n o t h e 1 p i ·l , ~ h c d e s p i s c d m e :1 • ( t1 • .1 3 7 ) 

Th is acco un t exactly para~l c ls the fears registered in the 

diaries of women in the South quoted by Stampp. The Grand

mother mentally enumerated other qualities which she ab

horre d in her brother, hus b and, sons, and grandsons , and 

al l were qualities which Olmst e d had observed in the South

erner and attributed to his cult u re: 
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.•. la ck of aim, failure to act at crises , a 
philo sophic detachment from practical affair s, 
a tendency to set project s on foot and the n leave 
them to pe rish or be finished by s omeone else; 
and a profo und convict i on that eve r yone around 
[th e m] shou ld be h a pp y to wait upon [themJ hand 
and foot . (p . 335) 

Later, as a widow, sh e r e s e nted the f act that she had "all 

t he responsib iliti e s of a man but . no n e of the privi-

le ges . .. 11 (p . 336 ). She i nward l y rebelled agai nst the 

sy st e m; but lik e a t ru e Sout hern lad y , sh e outward l y con

fo rmed , and cons ider e d i t her duty "to teach morals, 

ma nners , and relig ion ... according to a fixed code" 

(p . 328) . It is , th en , against this background of fam il y 

and soc ial history that ~ ir anda appear s. 

The last three stor ies of " Th e Old n~cter , " titled 

''The Circus ,'' ' 'T h e Fig Tre e ,'' and ''Th e Gr a ve ,'' deal with 

expe riences from Mirand a 's ch i ld ho od. In 11 Th E:: Circus," 

t h e G r a n d m o t h e r i s p e r s u a d e d t o a l. I o , \1 ~J i r a :1 d a , a c !l i l d o f 

five or six , to atte n d the circ us "j ust this once; " but 

the excitement and danger of the acts terr i fy he r , and 

Dicey is ordere d to tak e h ~r home. When Miranda a wakens 

in the night screamin g again, she be gs Dic ey not to lea ve 

her a nd not to be an g ry ; and Dic e y grudging ly soothes he r 

back to slee p. 

The c i rcus in cide nt is i~ portant to Miranda 's 

expanding perceptio ns i n se vera l ways. In t h e first plac e , 
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the circum stances preced i ng the entertainment further 

c larify her inchoate unr:ie r standing of the matriarchal 

st ructure of th e faw il y in whi ch her Grand~other occupies 

a ·po s i t ion of u n ch al ls n g e d au -•~ Ii o -r i r y. This was often the 

c a se in Southern families : Robb ie in Delta We dding talks 

a bo ut th e hold th e women have on men and the land; Cousin 

Ev a i n 11 01 d ~1 or ta 1 it y '' adv i s es Mi rand a to manage h e r money 

wise ly, since it is the secret of her independence. This 

was on e of the ironies of chivalry, actually. Within the 

f am i l y group wo men dominated, and were well provided for in 

t he will, o ft e n owning mor e land than the men, but when 

the y ma rri e d the ir prop e rti e s were at the disposal of 

t heir husbands , and in th e world , as the Grandmother ob

s e rve d, vornen ofte n had th e responsibilities of men but 

none of t h e priv ileges. 

Uppe r class childr e n in the South e arly practiced 

th e art of command and knew where they stood in the social 

str ucture . Mi ra nda, at ab out six in this story, knriws 

that Dic e y is hers to cnmm an d , and she feels free to say 

to her , " O hush up. . I clo n' t hav e to mind you" 

(p. 347) . But ~h en she wants comfort in t he night, it is 

Di cey wh o comes c ·1,j cuddles up i :1 bed with her and soothes 

her bac~ to sl eep. This action is consistent with the 

practi ce J mong Old South aristocrats of associating with 
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Negroes on the most intimate terms so long as the latter 

scrupulously ma intained their position of s e rvit ude. 

In the ci r cus experien ce Miran dn also ~ercei v es 

some of the horror s against which the privile 11es of her 

social cla ss are sup pos ed to insu lat e her. The Grand-

mother disapproves circuses with their vulqar iti e s ()f 

sight, s ound , and smell and has never atten ded one her 

self. When Harry insis t s that the circus has done the 

children no harm, sh e repli es , "The fruits of their 

prese nt are in a futur e so far off, neither of us may 

live to know whethe r h ar m has be e n done or not . That is 

t he tr o u b 1 e ' ' ( p • 3 4 7 ) • The Grandmother feared that accom-

modating her art is tic ta stes to the l eve l of the common 

herd was a danger ous st ep in th e direction of dec lining 

family pre stige and morals. For her, perpetuating the 

values of the past without compromise was the r e sponsi

b ilit y of ar istocracy. 

In "The Fig Tree" a s 1 i g ht 1 y o 1 de r Mi rand a , ·await

ing the carriag e which will take her family to the country 

house , f in ds and buries a dead chicken among the fig trees, 

but when she he ar s a plaintive ''weep, wc0~ '' c omin q from the 

direction o f the mound she fears th e chic:k ~P sh e huried 

was still a live. La ter at the farm she ! ear ns fro~ 
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Gr e a t - !\unt E l i za that the "weep, we ep" she heard in the fig 

g rove was t h e sound of tree frogs. 

The e xperiences related in this story add up to one 

of the mos t si g nificant insights in Miranda's childhood . 

I t c e nt e r s on Gr e at- Aunt Eliza's violation of e very ap

prov e d r u le of cond uct for a So u t he rn lady. Sh e bicker s 

with t he Gra ndmother, diso bey s t he rules at table, and dip s 

snuff in t he shameful fa2hion of l0 wer class women . She 

i s a '' 1 ad y '' by bi rt h but not by h r1 bit , and she obeys her 

insti nct s e v e n when they co n t ra d i c t the values of her social 

class . La t e r s t ori e s a f the ~ir a nd a g r o uµ provide other 

e xa mp l e s of wome n wh o do not me asure up t o th e cod e which 

b e gins wi th b ea uty . Am y a nd th e Gr a nd moth e r are indulged 

i n th e ir no n co nfor mist e s c ap a d e s becaus e th e y are Southern 

b e au t i es , but Gr e at- Aunt Eliza and poor Cousin Eva are ugly 

a nd Gr e at - Aun t Ke ziah in Ke ntuck y is f a t, so th e y are family 

liab i lit i e s. But on the l a s t ev e ning at the farm, when, 

f r om t he r oo f of t h e chick e n house, Au nt Eliza gives 

Miran d a h er first glimpse of "other worlds, a million other 

worlds'' (p. 361) through her telescope, Miranda's develop

i ng c od e of cultural values is confus e d by a moment of joy 

wh ic h do e s not fit the traditional pattern. Later her joy 

is co ns ummat e when Aunt Eliza e xpl a ins that the "w ee p, we e p" 

she h e ars c ome s not from th e grave where the chicken is 
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bu ried but from the trees, and the lit t le cre atures who 

make the s ou nd are in the process of discard ing their out

gr own skins for new ones. Though a s t rong ca se might be 

ma de for t he Christian s ymbolism sugg e sted by the grave, 

the tr ee , and rebirth, it is probabl y a fa ls e c a se. For 

~unt Eliza is an iconocla st , a scientis t , wh o h a s acted 

upo n her resent ment as the Grandmother refused to d o _, has 

she d the confining skin of a stifling s0 c i al and religiou s 

or der , and has disco ve red to her own e norm ous satisfactio~ 

th at there are "new worlds , millions of t llcrn . " 

da zzled. 

\'iirand::.i i ·_, 

"The Grave " is a stor y of many l evels an d shad e s of 

me aning of wh i c h the most o bv ious are prob ab ly t he l e ast 

s ignificant. One day while hunting, nine- yea r-old Miranda 

a nd her twelve -y e ar-old brother find a gol d ring and a 

s ilver casket scr ew in the shape of a d ov e in an empty 

g rav e . Later Paul kills a rabbit about to have young ones, 

and aft e r allowing Miranda to examine t h e unborn babie s he 

swears her to secrecy. Th e incident li e s bur i ed in the 

bac k of Mi randa's mind until years later i n a foreign mar

ket place the sights and sounds com bi ne to cal l it forth 

a nd distill it int o e ss e ntial form. 

Thus summarized the sto ry sounds l ike the t ypical 

initiation experie nc e , but its mean i n gs for Miranda go much 



- 53 -

dee per , as the irony of the title suggests. The title 

su r e l y does not derive from a real grave, for there are 

twe nt y of those , and they are dismissed by t he children as 

mere h ol e s in the ground. Obviouily, then, it is the womb 

wh ic h is c alled the grave , but th e rich detail wh ic h pre

cede s t h e d iscovery of the unborn rabbits makes the story 

more t ha n a les son in s ex . Miranda's reveries dur ing her 

mea nde rings reveal her extreme class-consciousness and her 

gr owi ng knowledge of t he influe nce of family upon indi

vid ual life . Miran da r ec alls that sh e has been rudely 

chi d ed by th e old crones of the vil l age for her dress and 

her be hav ior, a nd she c ompr e hends vag ue l y th at their la c k 

of cou r te sy and resp e ct are t i e d som e how t o her father's 

fi nanc i8.l t roubl e s; thE." J wo u l •J nev(r hav e treated the 

Gra nd mot her so. Du~ the status of th e fam il y has changed 

si nce t h e Grandmoth e r 1 s d e a~h. ri' L f ; C a s k e t s h a V e ' i n f a C t ' 

bee n r em oved from the family burial plot to the local 

ce me t e r y b e cause the land has been sold. In an ag ricul

t u r 3l e conomy , l and is th e me asur e o f soci a l position, and 

Mir a nda 's fathe r was slipping to a lower s tat us. The gold 

rin g g 1 it t e r i n g on her finger creates ''vag ue stirrings of 

d e sire for luxury and a grand way of l ivin g wh ich could not 

tak e pr ecis e form in her imagination but we re founded on 

family l e gend of past we al th and lu xury" ( p .. 365). Typical 
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of all Southern girls in this r espect, she knows intuitively 

that secu rity and respect st e m from proper marriag e s betwee n 

beautifu l ladies and handsome, prosperous husbands; and she 

wishes for that kind of stability. Then Paul kills the 

rabbit, and she sees the delicate unborn creatures with 

"blood running ov er them," and "she felt at o nce as if she 

had known all a long.'' Her reveries have been of summer 

dres ses wi th sashes, cool verandas, and wedding rings; 

but now she s ee s that physical life is also procreation 

and blood and death . 

S h e t i1 o u g h t a b o u t t h e w h o 1 e w o r r i s om e a f f a i r w i t h 
confused unhapp in ess for a few day s. Then it 
sank quiet l y into her mi nd and was heaped over b y 
accumulated thousands of impressions, f0r ne arly 
tw ent y ye ars. (p. 36 7) 

Whe n a mature Mi ran da th i nks of th e experience again as 

she picks her way through ''a market s t r ee t in a st.range 

city of a strange country'' (p. 367) it is with horror, for 

her first me mory i s of dead rabbits. 

that she had re me mbered the day 

Th en she recAll s 

• alw ay s until now vaguely a s the 1 1me she 
and her b rot h e r ha d found treasure in the open 
graves. Instantly upon this thought the dread
ful vision faded, and she saw clearly her 
bro ther . standing again in the blazing 
sun ... a pleased sober smile in his eye s, 
turnin g the silver d ove over and over in his 
hc1nds. (p. 368). 

Th e implications of t h e last part of th e story are spiri-

tual, but not "r e ligious" in the usual Southern sense. In 
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t hi s wa y Miss Porter's work differs from that of most 

So u the rn writers. In these stories the family seems al-

mo s t a substitute for religion, as it was for many of the 

u p p e r class, and it is significant that the empty grave 

re p r es e nts the final uniting of the family in a common 

b ur i a l place . In addition, the symbolism of the dove--

op pos e d to the rabbit whase symbolism is obvious--suggests 

t he spirit of man, but does not imply, as Miss Porter 

e mploys it, any need for redemption. This vivid image, 

f o r t he mature Miranda , represents that part of man which 

n e ith e r the womb nor the grave can contain--it is the 

''t r e a sur e o f t il e op e n e d graves. '' 

It is fitting that the next story i n the Miranda 

g r o u p be gins at roughly the same ti me but stems from the 

fa mil y 's lov e of romance and legend rath e r than the dis

c on ce rting realities to which the child has already been 

ex posed. Divided into three parts, "Ol d Mortality" begins 

i n 1885, b e for e Miranda is born, and ends in 1912 when she 

is eight e en. Part one: 1885-1902 actually opens with the 

e vents of 1902 when Miranda is eight, but eve nts occurring 

in 1885 ar e the chief focus of the section. That was the 

ye ar Miranda 's Aunt Amy died after a s c andalously romantic 

c ourtship and marriage which are now legend. After break

ing t wo en g ag e me nts for no apparent r eason , she kept her 
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third suitor, Gabri el , dangling for five year s, hefore 

insisting upon a whirlwind marriage for the sake of getting 

to New Orleans in time for Mar di Gras. 

week s later from an overdose of drugs. 

There she died six 

Pa rt II: 1904 is set in New Orleans where Mi randa 

and her sister Ma ria attend a convent schoo l . Their 

fathe r has come for a visit, and they are being rewarded 

with a trip to the races whe re their romantic Uncle 

Gab riel's horse is running. They meet Ga brie l for the 

fir st time, then visit his rude and embittered second wife, 

Miss Honey , before returning to school. 

Part III: 191 2 opens with ~iranda se ating herself 

on the trai n beside a thin old lady whom s he soon l ea rns 

is Cousin Eva , a contemporary of Amy. They are both going 

" home" for Uncle Gabriel's funeral, and that fact pre

cipi t ates a discussion of Amy, th~ heroin e o f the f2mily 

legend. Eva wants Miranda "to hear the o the r si de of the · 

story'' (p. 217) and sug gest s that .!\my ki ll ed herself be

cause she had finally gotten into trouble she could not get 

OU t of. Mira nda rejects Eva's versio n of t he s t ory and 

when her father rejec ts her for Eva, she vow s that she will 

not be roman t i c about her s e 1 f but w i 11 '' f i n d some th in g new 

of h er own" (p. 220). 
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Kathe rine Anne Porter once claimed that she left 

t he Sout h in her y outh because sh e found the atmosphere t oo 

re strict i ve , t oo stifling. The stor y "Old Mort ality" is 

a not her way of s ay ing the sam e thing from Miranda's point 

of view ; t he So u t h of her youth , too, has an obsessio n 

wi t h t h e pa s t which makes t.h e f1tture seem "not an extension 

o f [ t h e ] p a s t , b u t a r e p e· t i t i o n o f i t ' ' ( p . 3 2 7 ) • In her 

yo ut hfu l roma n t ic moods Mi ~a n ct a i s wil li ng to repeat the 

past and to fol l ow i n the train of f a mi l y b e auties like 

Co us in Mol l y Parrington, r\:1r.! / my , an d Cousin Isabel, all 

cen tral f i gure s in th e co de of mann e rs which govern e d 

S CJ u t h e r n s o c i a l 1 i f e i n t h e i r d a y . Th is is t h e rol e for 

which she has bee n c ondition e d by h e r :father: 

[Her fath e r] he ld his dau ghte rs on his knee if 
they were p rett ily d r e ss e d a nd well b e haved, a nd 
pushed t h e m c:1way i f t h ey had not f r eshly combed 
h a i r and n i c e l y s c rub b e d f i n g er n a i 1 s . ''Go away , 
yo u'r e dis9usting ,'' h e wo uld sa y , i n a matter-of 
fac t voice . fi e n otice d if t h e ir s t o c king seams 
we r e crooked . He c a u se d th em t o br ush th e ir teet h 
with a re v o l ti ng mi xt ur e of pr e p a r e d chalk , 
powd e red cha r coa l and sa lt. Whe n t h e y be haved 
stupidly h e c ould no t e ndur e t h e sight of them. 
They underst o o d diml y t hat al l this was for their 
own fut u re good ; ... (p. 184) 

This i s th e l ol e for which the Amy legend , embe llished and 

r et old aga i n an d ag ain , is suppos e d t o have prepared her. 

Lik e a her oi ne f r om Sir Walt e r Sc ott , whos e works we re 

r e ad and rev e r e nc e d i n t h e Old Sou th s e cond only to the 

Bible , Amy ''h ad bee n heaut1ful, rnueh lov e d , unhappy, and 
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sh e had d i e d young" (p. 173). The last two condition s 

in crease d t he romance of her story while th e first two 

co nst i tuted the aim of Southern womanhood. In fact, the 

rom ant i c bent h ad conditioned Southerners t o appreciate 

onl y a spec ific kind of beauty. 

First , a be auty mu st b e tall; whatever color the 
eye s , the hair must be dark, the darke r the better; 
the skin mu s t be pale and smooth. Li gh tness and 
sw i ftne ss of mo ve ment were im porta n t points . A 
beauty mu s t b e a good danc e r, sup er b on hors e back, 
with a ser e ne manner , an amiable gaie ty tempered 
wit h dign i ty at a ll hours. Beaut i f~l teeth and 
hands , of cours e , and over and abo v e a l l this, some 
mysterio us cr8 wn of e nchantment that a t tracted and 
held the hea rt. (p. 176) 

T h i s e x a e t i n g r o m a n t i c t e n d e n c y i n t. h e S o u t h w a s t h e b ::1 5 1 s 

of judgment in ot h er ar e as of lif e , t o o . l' ' i1 e r . I i ,~ ~1 n .j a ' s 

father s a i d that P oe was '' our gr e atest poet, 1
' she knew 

th at '' ' our ' mea n t l1 e was South e rn'' ( p. 178 ) . Eve ry artis-

tic perf orman c e , mu s ical or th e atrical, was e valuat e d in 

terms of the pas t and "th e r e was always a vo ice r e ca lling 

oth e r ;:ind gre at e r occasions" (p. 17 9). To repeat the past, 

th e yout n fu ] ~ ir a n d a perc e ives, is truly t h e goal of lif e 

among her p e ople . 

But a t eight e en Miranda realizes t hat the glamorous 

past is onl y t h e r omantic illusion which ma sks an unendur -

able r ea li ty . Tho se pe ople of th e past co u ld n o t face the 

t r uth abou t th e mselv e s so they c r ea ted a my th they could 

fa c e . Th is , of c ourse, is typical of the Southe rn 
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p sy cho lo gy . Th e whole South, Dodd says, had created just 

su c h a my th a bout itself during slavery and had closed its 

mi nd to t h e poss i bility that it was wrong: 

No n e wspa pe r of a ny importanc e , no college or 
univ e rs i t y pr of e ssor , no prominent preache r, 
a nd no po li t ician of any party offered effect iv e 
r e s i sta nce . 

The mai l s we r e clos e d a g ainst abolition boo ks 
and n ewsp ape rs a s a ma t t er of course; and boy
c otts we re ur ge d agains t North e rn perio d icals 
i f th ey p ri nt e d a r t i c le s th at dis pl e as e d the 
South . Th e r e wa s t he mos t per fect agreement 
eve r know n in Anglo-Saxon history .I 

If a who l e r e gion can be li eve a myth abou t itself, then 

su re ly i t i s ea s y for a f amil y , a nd ~l iranda r ecogniz e s th is 

p re fere nce f or my th ov e r t ruth in muc h t h at s ur r ounds he r: 

h er fa th e r, who pu s h e d his young daught e rs aw ay in disgust 

ov e r th e s l ig h t e st im pe rf e ction, has bee n guilty of the 

worst of bad ma nn e rs in shooting a man b e for e cha ll e nging 

h im to a d ue l; Amy wa s a s e lf-c e nt e r e d f l irt who played 

h avoc with o th e r pe opl e 's l iv e s; and Gabri e l is a race

track b um who wo rsh ips the memory of a d e ad bride wh ile 

c rea tin g a lif e of humi li ation and privation for a living 

wi f e . 

She r ese nte d, slo wl y a nd d e eply and in profound 
s i l e n c e , t h e pr e s e nc e of t hes e ali e ns who l ec
t ur e d a n d adm o ni s h e d h e r, who lov e d her with 
bitt e rness and d e ni e d h e r th e right to look at 

1 o odct, p. 70. 
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the wor l d with h e r own ey e s, who de manded that 
she acce p t th e ir ve rsion of lif e a nd yet could 
not tel l her th e t ruth, not in the smallest 
thing . (p. 219) 

Tr uth for her i s pr e f er able to myth, even if it is harsher; 

and she make s ''a pr omise to herself , in her hopefulness, 

h e r i g nor an c e ' ' ( p . 2 21 ) • 

B o t 11 ~1 i r a n d a ' s h o p e f u 1 n e s s a n d h e r i g n o r a n c e a r e 

de fined in "Pa le Hors e , Pale Rider ." The year is 1918, 

and Miranda is livin g in a Southwe st e rn city where she 

wo rks as a newspa pe r re port e r. Worl d Wa r I is still in 

prog ress , and Mir a nda mee ts and falls in love with Adam, 

a so ldier on l eave . Th en sh e su d d e nly f a lls vi c tim to a 

t e rr ible influenza epidemi c, is ta k e n t o a hosp it al, and, 

w ll e n s h e f i n a 1 1 y r e c o v e r s m o r e t h a n a Ii1 o 1: t h 1 a t 2 ... ~ , 1 e a r n s 

that .!1. dam has d i e d o f i nf lu e nz a in a base hosri t.1.l. . 

This f in a l st or y of th e :11ir 2nda g roup do e s not 

dea l sp ecif ica ll y wi t h Sou th e rn mate ri a l s inc e ~ i ~onda tas 

l ef t the South f or a caree r e ls e wher e , but t he fact that 

her de e p intros pe c ti on occurs outsi de th e South is a part 

of the story ' s valu e to th e group . Miranda's experiences 

in a new e nviro nm e nt t e ach her that no one e scapes the 

past . Not Ch uck or Towne y, wi t h whom sh e wo r ks, or the 

aging perf o rm e r who m sh e p a nn e d i n her column, or the 

nation wh ich i s to rn b y world wa r, or Ad am who is ·its 

vic t im- -and certa inl y n o t sh e . I n the de lirium of illness 
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s h e sin k s into tile bottom of being where the collect ed 

ho rrors and guilt of the whole ~uman race sweep over her, 

a n d s h e s i m u 1 t a 11 e o ~ ,:; l y d e n i e s a n d a c c e p t s h e r p a r t i n t h e 

ter rible flood . The traths ~he has acquired in this life 

are r e lative and partial, but all her past has contributed 

t o th e m, the immediate past as we ll as the past too remote 

to be consciously rememb~red. The glorious myth of the 

Ol d Sou t h, she discovers, is no more harmful than the 

me chaniz e d myth called war , manufactured and manipulated 

by gre e dy men for their own selfish ends. Life its e lf is 

t h e ultimate myth. For one who has traveled the road of 

death to p a r a d ise and t h e n r e turn e d to a lif e be reft of 

lo ve , th e f a ce of reality is irr e vocably alt e red, and life 

will never a gain have the same value. 

Miranda's rit e s de passage are thus divided into 

four parts. The first fou r stories of the '' Old Order'' 

pres e nt the world into wh ic h she was born and which she 

a c c e pts as given with all its contradictions. The last 

th r e e s tori e s of ''The- 0 l d Ord er '' pre sent Mi r a n d a ' s f i rs t 

awareness of the meaning of life and her own r elat ionship 

to the ord e r or things. .1 n "G l d ;,I o r t a 1 i t y " s h e r e j e c t s 

t h a t o r d e r a s i;1 y t l1 a n d d e ,~ e r m j D e s t- 0 s e e k h e r o w n t r u t h • 

And in "Pale Hors e , Pale i:<iaer," she ach i eves a partial, 

though unsatisfactory , resoluti o n of conflict by recognizing 
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that all of life is a myth, but t ha t myth, too, is a kind 

of tr ut h which stems from one's time and place. For her 

t h e p o i n t o f r e f e r e n c e , t h e h u b o f a I 1 e x p E: r i e n c e , j t · h e r 

Southern childhood. She learns to accept. its evil with 

its go od becau se it is the tota l it y which serves her. She 

u s e s it as a fixed point, like the no rth star, by me ans o~ 

wh ich she l ocate s herself in a changing world. 

Kather in e Anne Porter is almost a prototyp e of the 

Sou th e rn writ e r who utilizes the Southern myth as an ele 

me n t of art whi le rejecting its validity as a way of lif e . 

She l eft th e South for a l es s inhibi t ing atmosph e re, but 

because her roots ar e th e r e sh e writ e s of a young girl 

grow in g to maturity in a proud and c lose-knit rural family 

still gove rn td by a n a ristocrati c code of manners and 

system of values. Miss Porter sugg e s t s that when the girl 

unde rst and s th e inconsist e ncy between the "legend of past 

wea l t h a nd l eisure' ' and the realities of pres e nt ec onomic 

and s ocial co nflicts, and reac h e s beyond both to lay hold 

of some "truth of her own," then she has passed from 

innocenc e t o ex perience . 



CH APTER III 

EUDORA WEL TY: YOUTH AND THE 

DECLI NE OF THE OLD ORDER 

Alsb one of the fir s t ge neration of Southern Ren 

ais s anc e writ e rs, Eudora We lty n e v e rthel e ss arriv e d on the 

Southe rn scene almost tw e n t y years later than Katheri ne 

,~nne Port e r . The South ¼a s onl ! ~~ e n be ginning to recover 

f rom i t s crushing defeat. 6n J :,0ci~ l chang e was acceler-

ati ng r a pidly. :S v t h e t ; ,n e :.1 i :, .,; ;-.· -:o 1 t y beg ;, n h e r c a re e r 

t h e s o c i a 1 c o n s ,:_; i <1 u s n e ~ :: o f ~ h e a r t i s t i. c r o mm u n i t y w a s 

th o rough l y a r ou s e d a n d activ e , b u t Charl e s E . Ei s ing e r s a ys 

o f M i s s \>.J e 1 t y : 

h e r attitud e tow a rd th e shape of southe rn 
so c i e ty is, at be st, pa ssive. A d e fin e d soc i al 
s c he me is t her e in h e r work; i t is a given . 
But j t is hardly at th e ce nt e r o.f h e r concern 
a s a n a r t ist .I 

He la te r, ho we ve r, ma kes this comment : 

Ma ny o f h e r stori e s t urn on [a] juxtapo s ition of 
va r i ons v e rsions of r e al i ty . The forc e of thi s 
tactic is t wo f old . I t r e v e als th e limitations 
of h uma n c onsciousness and opens up the possi 
b ili t i es fo r the exist e nce of two simultaneou sly 
r e cog ni zed a nd ong o ing version s of reality. And 

lcharl e s E . Eisin ge r, F i c tio n o f th e 
( Chicago : Univ. of Chicago Pr e ss, 1963) , p . 
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Fo r ties 
259. 
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it show s the nec e ssit y t o r econci l e public and 
private c onc e ptions of r ea lity.l 

Eisinger 's d ef inition of a "public co nc e ption of r ea lit y " 

is subject t o int e rpr eta tion, of course, but by an y defi 

nit ion "a reconciliation of public and priv ate realities " 

suggest s a concer n for social values . ~1 i s s We 1 t y , i n -

e scapably the product of the South e r11 culture, cou ld not, 

and by her own testimony, 2 d id not avoid using tha t c~l

ture as a vita l e l ement of he r work . 

Eudora Alic e We lty was born on April 1 3 , 1909 , in 

Jackso n, Mississippi, th e daug ht e r of Chestina ( And rews) 

We l ty and Christ i a n Webb Welty , who was president of the 

Lamar Lif e Insurance Compa ny . Her e ducation through th e 

first two years of colleg e was obtai ne d in the South , but 

she took he r B. A. degree in 1929 at th e Uni ve rsity of 

Wisconsi n in Mad ison. She t h e n studied adv e rtising for 

one yea r at Columbia University School of Business before 

retur ning to Jac k so n whe r e she has lived eve r sin ce . She 

h as a l ways been actively int ere st e d in p a inting a nd photog

r aphy , and her car eer , be for e sh e settled down perman e ntly 

to writing, inc lud e d advertising copy writing, radio script 

l Eis ing e r, p. 266. 

2Eudor a We lty, "Place in Fict io n;'' 
Qu arter lv, 55 (Spring 1956 ): 57 - 72. 

S o u""'t'-'!_1 _..;.;A:...;t_ ]:;.._ ...::.1.;.:n--'t'-'1=-· .;;.c 
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writing , and pub li c relatio ns work with the W. P . A. 1 In 

the l ast job, wh i ch requ i red trav el in g aro uHd her nativ'." 

state, she rec ord ed many o f th e expe ri e nces which she 

later used in her writ ing. Mis s We l ty has a lwa y s been at 

h om e in the Sou th a nd ha s left it on l y f o r pe ri od s of 

study , one of wh i ch took h e r to Europe for tw o yea rs on 

a Gugg e n he im Fe llo wshi p. Howeve r, since neit her of he r 

pa r e n t s is a nativ e of the deep Sout h, s he is, he r biog

rap her Ruth Vand e Ki eft sugg e sts, a "second genera tion" 

So uth e rn e r , whic h frees h e r from a "s t rong se ns e of a blood 

i nheritance of southern t r ad ition," 2 and al l ows her to 

write wi th a n ob jective detachment which s om e Southe rn 

wr it ers lack . 

Robe rt Dani e l sugge sts that Miss Welt y' s stori es 

ca n be divid e d ac co rdi ng t o their characteris ti c se t tings: 

t h e Na tci1ez Trace stor i es of the historical So uth; the 

stor i e s co ncer n e d with t he countryside in more rece nt 

year s; the st ori es set in the towns in whi ch t he char

acte rs ar e sma ll-town aristocrats or p la i n tcwn~ p e ople; 

and the stories set in the c i t i ~ s, which are t he s ym bols 

l Ruth \1 • Van d c Kie ft , Eudora We 1 t Y ( New Have n : 
Co ll e ge a nd Univ~rsity Pre ss, 1962) , pp. 13- 24 . 

2 Ibid ., p. 21. 
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of the future toward wh i ch Southern lif e t en ds. 1 .Acce pting 

this div isi on , it is from the two middle group s that her 

two outstanding wo rks on the theme of innocence and e xpe ri-

e nce come . 

n e 1 t. a \\' e d d i n g (1 9 4 6 ) , t h e f i r s t o f 111 i s s \\J e 1 t y ' s 

novels , is the sens itiv e story of a lat e summer wedding in 

t h e placid setting of the Mi ssissippi De l ta. The author 

sympathet ically but unc om promisingly exposes the foibles 

of a family root e d in the past and pi ctu r es the age - old 

struggle of th e young to l ive by newly discovered t r uth s 

whi ch their e ld ers do not yet recognize . The story b e gin s 

o n S e p t e m b e r 1 0 , 1 9 2 3 , w i t h t !1 e a r r i v a 1 o f n i n e - y e a r - o 1 d 

L a u r a ~1 c R a v e n a t t h e f a i r c h i 1 d p 1 a n t a t i o n , Sh e 1 1 m o u n d , a t 

Fa irchilds , Mississippi , for her cousin Dabney ' s wedd ing. 

In the midst of tile happy t u rmoi l u nde::-r: 11 rrcYJts of t0n sion 

su rface to test the mora l st r e ngth and soc i al ronscience 

of ea ch member o f the family. The famil~' s dis1 pprova l 

o f Dabn c y's impending marriage to th ei r ovc1se e r T~oy 

F l av in is ba l anced by their d i sap p rova l of G8o~ge 's rec e nt 

marriag e to the da ughter of a local store kee p e r, Robbie 

Reid . The three days preceding the wedding are f ill ed 

1 nob c rt Danie l, "Th e Worl d of Eudora Welty , " 
Southern Hc na :i ssance : Th e Lit e r ature of the Mo ciern South, 
ed . Loui~ D. Rubin , .T:. and Rober t D . .:iacobs ( l3a l timore : 
Johns Hopkins~ 1953) , pp. 306-3 15. 
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with happy r e miniscences as famil y arrive and conflict and 

f au l tf inding when Robbie r0turns to George after a brie f 

se parat ion. The story ends on a mild note of insecurity 

ab out the futurP as the f.:tmily ri ir-,nics with the new l yweds 

o n t h e e v e n i n g r, f • - h e i r r e t n ~ n f r o m t h e h o lJ e y m o o n . 

J oh n Crowe Ra nsom ~~s called Delta Weddi ng a sym -

pat he ti c r e ndering of the "'high art' of liv i ng achi eve d 

by the Fai r ch ilds . "l But a close examination suggest s that 

it is more nea rly an incisive crit i que of an anti q uated 

and disint e grating social order and a record of the re 

spo nses o f va rious people to the forces at work among them. 

:-J iss \\'e lty says in her es say "Pl ace i n Fiction," 

Every story wo uld be another story, and u n
r ecog nizable as a rt, if it took up its character s 
a nd plot an d happ e ned somewher e e l se . 

. 
The ve r y notion of moving a nov e l brings ruder 
ha voc to the mi nd an d affection s than would a 
cent ury's alt erat ion i n its time . 2 

But in Oe l ta We dd ing t ime and place are equally important , 

and the a ut ho r per fe ctly ca ptur es the conditions of an ex

t e nded pe riod of social and economic chang e in the rura l 

South. From the fi rst S<:'. 8ne , wherP Laura fee l s she is " an 

1 V a n d e '.{ i. e f t , p • l C 6 • 

2we lty, ''Place in Fiction, ' ' p. 62 . 
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a rriver in a land , " 1 to the la st , where Ge or ge and Troy 

ta lk of change s they foresee in Delta farming pr a ctices, 

the stor y focuses upon enc roachm e nts to tradition and 

c lass solidar i ty . In fact, the wedd i ng whi ch brings the 

f am il y togethe r is an examp le of one of th e major force s 

o f social change -- mar ri age with p e ople of lower social 

r an k-- and this is the Fa irchild's second r ecen t ex pe ri-

c nce of it. Tha t they r e sist change in t he basic family 

s truct ur e mea ns that th e family honor is as i mportant to 

t he m as it was to th e ir ancest ors in the Ol d South whose 

v alue s th ey per pe tu ate . 

Til e simi l a riti e s be tw ee n this famil y and •J iranda' s 

fa mi ly are ve r y st rong, a nd botiJ are r ea lis t i cally por

traye d, t ho ug h Delta We dding oc cu rs aft e r Wor ld War I . 

One as pect of the rea li sm of both families is that they 

stil l liv e in th e g lo w of an a nt e - bellum splendor whic h no 

longe r ex ists . Young Laura stands in awe of t he portraits 

a n d d i a r i e s o f d e a d a n c e s t o r s a s re g u 1 a r 1 y a s ~I i r a n d a s i t s 

in reve r e n t si l e n ce ov e r the carefully p r e s e rved memo ra-

bilia in th e att i c. In the Fairchild hous eh ol d the family's 

hi story is dai l y r e hearsed , a s it was in many a Southern 

hom e of the e ra , and th e dead Civil War heroe s eu lo g ized 

l Eud ora Wc l tv De l ta We ddin[ ( Ne w York : Harc ourt, 
.r ' Brace , 1945) , p . 5 . All subse quent parenthet ic pag e 

r efe r e n ce s are to this ed ition. 
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mor e often even than Denis, who lost his life in Wo rld 

Wa r I. In fact, the two old aunts wid owed by the War who 

raised the thre e bo y s--Deni s, Battle, and George--still 

live wit h the family and are daily remind er s of past 

glor i es a nd sorrows. All of the older generation wish to 

retain a continu it y with the past wh ich the y feel slipping 

through thei r fingers. 

One method of holdin9 t c the past is an insistence 

upon an uncomp romising practice of th e 20de of honor. This 

o b s e s s i o n i s r e a l 1 y t i1 a r o 0 t o f t h f c o n f 1 i c t b e t we e n G e o r g e 

and Rob bie . When Ge orge r e scues his mentall y retarded 

n i e c e , ~1 a u re e n , f r om t h e t r a i n t r a c k a t t h e r i s k o f h i s 

own lif e , th e act is to Robbie an e mpty gestur e of honor 

bi nding h im t o his family, so she accuses, ''G e orge Fair-

child , you didn't do this for .!!lf_!" (p. 6 1). Robbie has 

seen Ge org e turn the Grove over to his ma id e n sisters-

the "ho norable" thing to do--when he goes to Me mphis to 

practic e law, a nd she sees t he family 's pr etenti on that 

Mau reen "o wn s" Marmion as an empty gesture of honor. 

Dabney and Troy do not move into the house until Dabney 

has gon e through the fo rmality of asking the mentally in-

competent chi ld fo r permission to do so. The practice of 

honor includes exalting women i n the traditional manner, . 

espec i a lly the aging matriarchs, who staunchly insist that 
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fam i ly confers privilege. Aunt Mac is e xpressing thi s idea 

whe n she says to Robbie, "Yourre in Shellmound now, Mi ss 

Rob bi e , but I know where you were brought up and wh o you r 

p ~ and y our ma were, and anything yo u say don't amount t o a 

r o w of pins " (p . 163) . This is rem inisc ent of what Ric ha rd 

We av er ca 11 s the South ' s ins i st enc e upon ''e t h i ca 1 proof, '' 

whi c h is really social prestige. Shelley sees very clearly 

that th e Fairchild power lies not in individuals but in 

the ir family solidarity , and her sympathies lie with main-

ta ining it. She writes in her diary , '' We never wanted to 

b e s ma rt one by on e , but all to0 e th e r we l1av e i:.t wall , we 

are se l f - s uf f ici e n t aga ins t p e o p le ~,hat come up k nc ckinu, 

we a re solid to the outside" (p. 84). 

Though this strong family unity is grounded on an 

a gricultural e conomy larg e ly dependent upon Ne groes, the 

Negr oe s ar e n e ver me ntion e d as real "people." This is a 

major point of con t rast b e t we e n De lta We ddinq and the 

Miranda stori e s. Nannie and Uncle Jimbilly in the latter 

group are strong characters who partic ip ate in life with 

their masters, but the Negroe s are not characters at all 

in this nov e l; they are only a part of the setti ng, like 

tab l es and chairs and trees and rivers. [\1 i s s We 1 t y ' s 

treatm e nt of them , however , i s no less r e alistic than ~i ss 

Porter 's, for both constitute attitudes traditionally he ld 
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in the rural South. And Mis s We lty does in other stories, 

like "The Wo rn Path 11 and "Powerhouse," vividly portray 

Ne gro character s. 

In spite of the abundant evidence of traditional 

Southern attitudes, the real focus of the novel is upon 

"insiders, " so-called solid aristocrats, who willingly 

admit "outside rs" to their once exclusive circle. These 

me mbers of the family do not maintain the '' wal l'' against 

those who come up knocking, and the older people feel the 

family stability eroding. The outsiders know very well 

who th e y ar e and are keenly conscious of the Fairchild 

op inion of them. Little Laura, though a member of the 

fa mily, f ee ls an outsider at Shellmound. 

Laura genera ll y hesitated jus t a little i n e v e ry 
doorway. Jackson was a big town, wit h twenty 
fi v e thousand people, and Fa irc h ilds was just a 
store and a gin and a bridge and o~e big house J 
yet s he wa s the one who f elt like a li ttle coun
try cousin when she arr ived, appre c i a ting thRt 
she had come to wher e eve ry thing w~s dressy, 
splendid, and over her head. (p. 54) 

When the cous ins play hide-and-seek, t hey fin J wa ys c~ 

c losing her out, too; and Laura's keen perception of their 

motives reveals the basis of the South er n philosophy by 

whic h a privileged status wa s maintained for one group at 

the expense of anoth e r: 

. .. the cousins were a clan. Th e y a ll said 
things, and they all kissed one a no t her, and 
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yet they all had secr e t, despjting ways to 
happine ss. At hide-and-seek a trick could be 
played on Laura, for sh e was still outside. 
(p. 7 4) 

Robb i e knoPs very we ll she has always been held in contempt. 

Whe n she ret urns to Geo rg e after their . separation the wh ole 

f am ily blames her and she thinks: 

. let them kill [me], with [my] wr inkled 
dr e ss, a nd with never an acre of land among the 
Re ids, and with a bad grief because of them . 

. their smile had said more plainly than 
1,· o r d s , B o w d ow n , y o u 1 o v e o u r Ge o r g e , e n t e r o n 
your kn ee s and we will pull you up and pet and 
laugh at yo u fondly for it . (p. 158) 

Fi nal ly she storms out: 

'' I think y ou are a l ready the same as what you 
love . Yo u ' r e just loving yourse lv e s in each 
othcr- - you rs elve s ove r and over again!'' (p. 165 ) 

Th e i r be h a v i o r h a s p rov e n t o h er t h a t t h e y 3 :r e n 0 t s ' l p e r i o r 

as human b e ings , and s he s e es nothing e 1se & t Shellmound 

which s h e rec ognizes as superior : 

You ' re all a spoiled stuck-up fa~ily t 12t thinks 
nobo dy e ls e is r e ally in the world! Bu~ th ey 
are ! Yo u ' r e just one plantation. With a little 
crazy gi rl in th e family .... You're not even 
ric h! You 'r e just medium. Only four gates to 
ge t h e r e , and your hous e needs a coat of paint! 
(p . 163) 

Nevert h e l ess , Battle makes no bones of his disapproval of 

th e o utsiders . He s peaks of Troy Flavin only in contempt 

and ljnk s him with Ro bbi e Re id, Ge o rge's wife. After 

Robbie l e av e s George , Battle thunders: "If I weren't tied 

do wn ; I 'd go find little Upstart Reid my s e lf, and kill 
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her. No , I'd set her and Flavin together and feed ' em to 

eac h other" (p. 64). Th e uunts r arely mention Troy at all, 

but when they do jt is usually a reference t o the ''over-

seer ." 

George and Dabney are the two members of the family 

who will not maintain the family's exclusiveness, and it is 

Ge orge upon whom th e chief focus r e sts. There are , in fact, 

strong similarities between George and Amy of " Ol d 

~1 or ta 1 it y • '' Each i s th e re a 1 i z at ion of the fa mi 1 y '' i ct ea 1 , '' 

and George possesses, in the eyes of the family, all the 

mascu line trait s wh ich par a llel . .'.\my's exalt e d qual ities as 

a reigning beauty . The incident of the r escu e on the 

t rack is a repeated refrain of the novel because it e pito-

mize s th e philosophy and the man at its heart. Robb ie 

ma kes the mistake of bel i eving that George 's loyalties are 

as narrow a s anyone 's and that he has simply switched them 

fro m family to her . That 's why s he is so angry with him 

over Maur ee n's rescue. But George is a paradox, a contra-

dict ion. He 1 o v e s t h E. f :1 rr1 i 1 y a s h e '- o v e s t h e w o r 1 d - -

free l y . He is worshipped as a fa • i l y demi-god, but he has 

n o w i sh t o c on 1 1) r ni to a rn o d e 1 i n w h i ch !1 e l1 a s no fa i th . 

A s E 1 1 e n w a t c h e s !~ j , n p t D r:i h ri e y ' s i1 e ~ d i 1 i iJ d a n c e h e r t h o u g h t s 

e ncompass his complex ities: 

He a pp eared ... infinite l y s imple and infinite l y 
complex , str et ching t he opposite ways the self 
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stretche s . ., but at the same time he appeared 
very finite in that he was wholly singular and 
dear , and not promisingly married, tir e d of being 
a lawyer , a smiling, in t oxicated, tender, weather
wo rn, lat e ~tir ed , beard -sho wing being. He came 
forward th rough a crowd and anybody's hand might 
b e ckon or reach after him. He had, and he 
gave .. , . (p. 222) 

It is this hav ing and gi. v ~ng wh ich sets him apart from 

t 11 e beg i n n i n g a I rl w h i ch i n f 1 u e 1i c e s Dabney so d ram a t i ca 1 1 y : 

II • t 1 .., was actua ll y Uncl8 George who had s h o ~n her that there 

wa s anot h e r way to be-- ... he was different, somehow" 

(p . 33). The "oth e r way to be" wa s demonstrated to Dabney 

whe n she was much t oo young to appreciate it. It was only 

late r t ha t s h e underst ood i t s meaning. On that day she 

\\' a t c h e ct from a d i stance a s George sep a rat ed t wo Neg ro boy s 

who we r e fighting with a knife: 

Wo nd erf ul l y h e had r eac hed up and caught the 
knife i n the air . Disgrac e fully, he h a d taken 
tw o little black devils against his sid e . When 
he h ;:id not e ven l aughed with them all abo ut it 
afterwar d , or tol d it lik e a s t ory a ft er supper, 
she was astonished , and sure th en of a curious 
div ision between Geo rg e and the rest. 
G o r <J e 1 o v e d t l1 e w o r 1 d , s o m e t h i n g t o 1 d h e r s u ct -
denly . Not them ! Not them in particular. 
(pp . 36 -37) 

Li tt l e Laura made much the same startling discovery: 

. she kn ew that h e out of all the Delta 
Fairchilds h ad k in d n e ss and that it was more 
th a n an ac ting in kindness, it was a wait ing, 
a with holding, as if he could se e a fire or 
a 1 i g h t , w h e n h c .5 ::i VJ (i l 1 Ll rn a n b e i n g - r e g a ;. d 1 e s s 
of wh o it was , kin or not. . (p. 7J) 
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And Shelley wrote in her diary: ''I think Uncle G. takes 

us one by one . That is love--I think" (p. 80) . 

Three days before her wedding Dabney return s from 

a visit to the Grove with an antique lamp, a family trea-

sur e , a wedding gift from her two maiden au n ts . She sees 

Tr oy at the window and , running to meet him, drops the 

lamp and breaks it. The broken lamp becomes the symbol of 

h e r lost innocen ce in breaking wi th tradition by marrying 

outside her social class. It is fit t ing that Uncle George 

i nterpr et s the broken lamp as "a little old piec e of glass 

th at Dabn e y would never mis s" (p. S3) , for it is in his 

st e ps t ha t Da bney follows. Each r e sp er- t s, a dmir e s, and 

fa lls in love with a person for his own sak e , e x clusive 

of an y claim to social position. They acknowledge what 

o t h e r members of the family ignore, that Robbie and Troy 

a r e proud and worth while people in spite o f th e ir lack of 

wealth and family name. 

In Robbie and Troy , Miss Welt y realistically 

represents two important groups in the South, the yeomen 

class and the ~roud mountaineer. Robbie's father is a 

countr y store-keeper, one of the furnishin g mer c hant s who 

played such an important role in the post Civil War South , 

and Troy comes from the mountain people charac te rized by 

fierce pride, devotion to the princi p les of democracy , and 
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a love of beauty. He is far prouder of his mother's 

p at ch work quilts than Dabney is of the family silver. By 

br i ngi ng th e se two people into the novel the author shows 

the social leveling taking place in the South. The 

cha ng ing agricultural picture is clearly a contributing 

fa ctor, for at the end of the story, Georg e , who sees 

Bat tle's cotton prosperity diminishing every year, talks 

ab out returning to the Grove to initiate new farming 

pr a ct ices and experiment with new crops. The family lis-

te ns in brooding consternation, but Troy heartily agree s 

wi t h Ge org e 's plans, and the changes which this closing 

conver s at io n port e nd bri ng t o mind on e of Dabne y 's 

p rop he tic thoughts : 

• that sh e was one of the Fairchilds wa s 
of no mor e n ee d to her than th e locust shells 
n o w h a n g i n g t o t h e t r e e s e v e r y w }1 e r e we r e t o 
th e singing locusts. (p. 33) 

Sh e llmound was just that, and Dabney, like George before 

h e r, moved to a new experience of knowledge. 

The Golden Appl e s is a series of short stories 

often rearl as a novel because the setting of all is 

Mo rg a na, Mississippi, and the volume is prefaced with a 

list of th e main families of the town w~o ar e the rea in 

ch a racters of t he stories. The unif y ing th e me of the 

volume is stated in i ts title and is explained in the 
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Yeats poem "The Song of Wandering Aengus" from which the 

title comes. The poem t e lls th e story of the mythi cal 

Aengus wh o, "Because a fire was in his head ," fishes with 

a hazel wand until he catches a silve r trout. Wh ile he 

blows up the fir e , the fish becom e s a glimmerin g girl with 

apple b lossoms in her hair who promptly vanishes into thin 

air . The p oem ends with these lines: 

Though I am old wi th wandering 
Through hollow l ands and hi ll y lands, 
I wi l l fin d out where she has gone , 
And kiss her lips and tak e he r hands; 
And wa lk among long dappled grass, 
And pluck ti ll t im e and times are done 
The silv e r apples of the mooni 
The golden app l es of the sun . 

Though the p oem from which the title derives concerns a 

Ce ltic hero -god, the organiz at ion of the volume refl ec ts 

a distinctive charact e ris t ic of small South e rn t owns, the 

desire t o place every one in t e rms of in d i ~ idual family 

h i s t o r y a n d t h e r e l a t i on s h i p c, f o 11 e f am i 1 y t o a n o t h e r . I t 

is not e nough to know an isolat e d pe rson; ind ee d, he can

not be " k no wn," in t e rms of this co lloquial social th eo ry, 

unl es s his par e nts and grandparents are also known and, 

better ye t, can be locat ed geographically. This classi-

fication system in c lu des identif y ing me mbers of spe cif ic 

l wi lliam Butl e r Yeats, " The Son g of Wander ing 
A e n g u s , " Th e \1 e n t o r Book o f ~1 a j o r Br l t i s h Po e t s ~ e d • 0 s ca r 
Williams ( New York: New American Library, 1963) , p . 414. 
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families by physical traits too : weak e} eS o r e common to 

the members of one family, a cert a in wa lk or slump of the 

shoulder to anoth e r, and so on. This is a common char-

act er isti c of Southern liter at ur e -- Ma rgar e t Mit chell's 

Gon e Wit h t h e Wind and Harper Lee 's To Kill a ~1 o ck i n g b i rd -
are o the r good examples--and Mi ss We lt y's boo k refl ect s 

Southern life all th e mor e r eal is t ical ly becau s e she 

pr e faces it with a sociograph. An extension of this sa me 

practice is the Southern habit of callin g women, no matt er 

h o w 1 o n g t h e y ' v e b e e n m a r r i e d , b y t h e i r g i v e n n a rr, e ~ p r e f -

ace ct by '' Mis s • '' 0 ft e n mar ri ed women i n the t rad i ti on ;:i 1 

S o u t h a r e k n o w n i n d e f i n i t e 1 y b y t h e i r m a i d e ~1 r c, m e s • T11 U S , 

Mrs. King McLain is known all her lif e as '"J iss Snowdi e . " 

Katherine Anne Porter also observ e s this practice in her 

writing . In fa c t, in an essa y on Fl anner y O'Connor sh e 

takes an incident directl y from lif e showing how firml y 

entrenched the habit is. Th e humorous experience occu rre d 

while Miss Porter was attending a con ferenc e in Flanne r y 

O'Connor's hometown where Flannery's mo ther was still 

known by her maiden name, Regina Cline: 

. one evening at a party . . so meone men-
tion e d Flannery's name and another-- a neighbor, 
mind you, wh o had prob a bly b ee n aroun d there all 
her life--said, "Who is Flann ery O'C onnor? I 
keep hearing about her.'' Th e o ther o ne said, 
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" Oh you know! Why , that Reg in a Cline's daughter : 
that little girl who vvrites . "l 

This characte ristic of tile South appears through out The 

Golden ~pples , but it is especia ll y important to the story 

considered here. 

Th o ugh eac h s tor y in th e co 11 e c t i o 11 :, re "c i1 t s a ne w 

c o n f i g u r a t i o n o f " w a n d e r e r s " a n cl :i n v e s t s t h e t h e 1r 1 e w i t h a 

special nuance of meaning, "June Recita:i." ;;;os~ clearly 

e laborat e s th e theme in terms of innoc ence and experience . 

In this fo ur-part story, the events of a single aft e rn oon -

~! i s s E c k h a r t ' s f i n a l " J u n e r e c i t a 1 " - - a re o b s e r v e d a n d 

report e d alte r nate ly by Loch and h is s ist er Cass ie. Char -

a c t e r i s t i c a 1 1 y , ~1 i s s \\' e 1 t y e mp h a s i z e s h e r e n o t w h a t i s 

happening so much as th e cha rac teTs' r esponses to what 

is happening, and it is Cassie 's perceptiv e in terpretat io n 

of the past wh ich giv e s meaning to the story. 

The plot is simple. It is June , and Loch Morr iso n , 

some years youn ger than his sist e r Cassie who 1s sixt een, 

is confined to b ed with malaria . Bored and r est l ess, h e 

watches the "vacant" house next door through his fath er's 

telescope as'Virgie Rainey , a girl just Cassie's age, and 

a sailor, both "delightfully bare," "play" upstairs and 

1 Katlle rin e Anne Port e r, "Fl;:inr,,, 1·~ 0'Cun1~11 ,- at Ho me ," 
The Collected Essays and Occa _s ion al 1\'··j 1j_:_:,g~....Q.. f _!~_ptll c rin e 
,~ nne Porter ( Ne w York: De l acort8 , 19,uJ, p. ~9b . 
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as an old woman downstairs seems to be pr epa ring to s ~t 

fire to the house. Meanwhi le, Cassie becomes submerg e d 

in thoughts which identify the two occupants of the house 

as Miss Eckhart , a music teacher, and Virgje Rainey , her 

gifted pupil. When the old woman actually sets fire to 

the house, she is tak en away to a mental institution and 

Virgie and her sailor fac e addit ion a l ridicule by the 

ladies of the community . 

The most consuming of human tasks, which Miss 

Welty exp l ores in Delta We dding with in the context of the 

family, she now exp lor e s in the r e lationships among th e 

fami lies of the wh ole to wn. 1 Identifying t he self and 

s ee ing it in r e lationship to oth e r s e lves-- moving, that i s, 

from inn o cenc e to experience --i s the task to whi c h ever y 

h um an being i s born, and i n ''J une Rec i ta 1 '' Ca s s i e per c e iv e s 

th at while pe rsonality determines the outcome, communit y 

forces de termine the na ture of the struggl e . As ~ !u, st an d s 

in the yard at th e end of the story with Loch pinn e d 

against her and watches as the ladies from the rook pa rt y 

taunt and tease Virgie, Cassie can only think: 

we were spies too. And nobody else was 
surprised at anything- -it was only we two . 
People s aw things l ike this as they saw Mr. 
Maclain com e and go. They only hoped to place 

1vande Kie ft, p. 164. 
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them, in their hour or th e ir stre e t or the name 
of th e ir mothers' people . Th e n Morgana could 
hold th e m, a nd at las t th e y we r e this and they 
wer e that. And when ruin was predjct e d a ll along, 
eve n if people had forgo t ten it was on the way , 
ev e n if they mightn't have missed it if it hadn ' t 
app e ar e d , still they wer e ne ver surpris e d wh e n it 
came .I 

In this moment Cassie s ees herself as one with the 

voyeuristic townspeople who stand aloof of participatio n 

in life with Virgie and Miss Eckhart and King Ma clain, 

and thus force them back upo n their own r es ourc e s to sink 

or swim a lone. The thought s eP m5 to cl~rify for he r all 

th e disconnected me mories 0f the afternoon and mak e s h e r 

own futur e as pr e dictably mo r ib un d as Vir gie Ra in e y ' s is 

predictab l y vital . 

Cassie's r e v e ries of th e afternoon revolv e arou nd 

the implications of what she has se e n and e xpe ri enced of 

Vi r g ie's and Mi ss Eckhart ' s re l ationship t0 each other an d 

to the community at l arg e . In th e minds of th e small 

South e rn community th e two are li nked to ea ch other; an d 

Cassie tr i es to underst a nd why , since family links are th e 

o nes to wh ich she is accustomed . She remembers th e rum or s 

that Miss Eckhart wa s a German sympathizer wh ic h circul a t e d 

during the war and robbed he r of many music pupils. Ev en 

1Eudora We lty, The Go lden Aop l e s ( New York: 
Ha rcourt, 1947), p. 90. All subsequent parent hetic pag e 
numb e rs are to this edition. 
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Virg i e stopped "taking" after her brother was killed in 

France , but, strangely enough, this fact st re ngthened the 

link which the town saw between them . Cass i e recalls: 

And whe n she stopped, Virgie's hand los t its 
touch--that was wh~t the y said. Perhaps nobody 
wanted Virgie Rainey to be anything in ~o rgana 
any more than th ey had wanted Mi ss Eckhart to 
be and they were the two of them still l inked 
togethe r by people ' s saying that. How much 
might depe nd on p e ople's being linked together? 
Eve n ~1 i s s Snow d i e had a 1 i t t 1 e h a rd e r t i me th a n 
she had had alr eady with Ron and Scoote r , her 
bad boys, by being linked with roomers a nd music 
lessons and Germans . ( p . 63) 

In t he be ginning Miss Eckhart had said that Virgie Rainey 

was her ''good luck . '' Though her stu d ents never understood 

what she meant , sh e s eemed to f ee l a need to be linked to 

someon e wi th promise and ''Vi rg i e Ra iney was gi fte d. Every-

body s a id that could not be denied " (p . 44). The need was 

espec ially strong because Miss Eckhart kne w she d i d not 

" be long," as far as the re s ident s of Morga na were concerned . 

She was a y ankee , or worse ye t , a f o reign er; she didn ' t 

eve n have anyone buried at the local cemet ery . Soon after 

her arrival she was attacked and threatened by "a crazy 

nigger . " "They wi s hed she had mo ved away • . • then they 

wouldn't always have to r e member that a ter r; hl e th i ng once 

h a ppened to her" (p . 57) . "Of course her o~ ly r15:s0ciates 

from first to last were chi l dren , n o t counting Mi ss 

Snowdie" (p . 66 ) , and she once begg e d Cass ie and Virgie 
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to sta y for dinner, but they refus ed . When her mother 

died just after the war, it was rumored that Mi ss Eckhart 

h a ct k i 1 1 e d h e r w i t h o p i u m ; a n d t h e g r o c e r , ~l r . W i 1 e y 

Bow les, reported on all the strange foods t h e foreigne r 

ate . The reasons for her unacceptabilit y c o uld be enumer -

ated by most e ver y body in to wn , and th ey in va riably reflect 

socia l standards typical of small South e rn t owns : 

~ issie Spights s aid that if Mis s Eckhar t had 
allowed herself t o be called by her first name 
then sh e would have been like other ladies. Or 
i f \1 i s s E c k h a r t h a d b e 1 o n g e d t o a c h u r c h t h a t 
had eve r been heard of, and the ladies would have 
h~d something to invit e her to belong to . 
Or if s he had been married to anybody a t all, 
jus t the awfullest man --lik e Miss Sno wdi e Ma clain, 
that e v e r ybody could feel sorr y for. (p. 66 ) 

In her "s epara t e ness" she had reached out to th e only 

pers on wh o shared her passion for music, Virgie Rainey. 

But just as Miss Eckh2rt was isolat e d from the com

munity by her differenc e s, Virgi ~ Hainey was isolated by 

poor social starding. Virgie's father, Fat e Rainey, was 

a n e ' e r - d o - we 1 1 w r o p e cl d 1 e d n1 j 1 k t l I r o u g h t h e t o w n , a n d 

her mother was a gossiping garrul o us rustic who wore her 

milking hat to the June recita l. That par t icular night, 

rec ital njght, was really Virgie's night; and Mi ss Eckhart 

p lan ned Lhe whole program around her piece .. Since " mothers 

were sc are d of Mi ss Eck hart then" (p. 68) and never dared 

defy her ord e rs about recital dresses, that Virgie was 
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invariably t he star of th e evening was furth e r reason for 

linking pupil and teacher~ And th ough Virgie might play a 

Liszt conce rto wh ich none of the other students could ever 

hope to play, the town made very sure that the honors were 

appro priately award e d. Cassie observed: 

The recita l a udienc e al wa y s clapped more loudly 
f or her th an they did for Virgie; but then they 
clapped more loudl y still for l itt le Jimmy Love 
Stark . It wa s Cassie who was a warded the 
Presbyte rian Church 1 s music scholars hi p that 
year to go t o college--not Virgie. I t made Cassie 
feel "n atu ral"; winnin g the scholars h ip ov e r 
Virg i e did not surprise h e r too much. (p. 64) 

Mis s Eckh a rt t ried to make up for the sc h olarship slight 

by giv in g Vi r g i e a gold butterfl y pin . Sh e loved Virgie 

and took great pride, even i f the town did not, in the 

arti stry of her performance of the Liszt co nc erto : 

Virgie wo uld be he ard from in the world; playing 
t h a t , ~l i s s E ck h a rt s a i d , r e v e a 1 i n g t o c h i 1 d r e n 
with on e ardent cry h e r l ar.k of kno wledge c f the 
world. How could Vi rgie b 8 heard from in the 
w o r 1 d ? .A n d " t h e w o r 1 d " ! W h e r e d i d ~l i s s E c k h a r t 
think she was now? (p. 6 0) 

But Miss Eck ha r t's pride and confidence ex pressed in her 

r i tua l tribute, ''Virgi e Rainey, danke s c hoen," n e v e r once 

shook the f a ith of the to wn in the justice of its appraisal 

of Virgie : 

. th ey had all known Virgi e would never go, or 
s tudy , or· pr a c t ic e anyw her e, never would even have 
her own p ia;;o , be c ause it wouldn't be like her. 
The y f e lt no l ess sur e of that whe n they heard 
every re cit a l, ev e ry J une, Vi rgie Rainey play 
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better and better something that was harder and 
harder . (p. 60) 

These incidents reveal the South e rn tendency to 

suspect and deprecate anything "foreign," meaning anything 

out sid e its ken. Diff e rence is equated with inferiority 

or eve n evil . Any thing unknown is a threat to an estab-

lish ed order in wh ich eve ryon e and everything has a place. 

M i s s E c k h a r t r e p r e s e n t s s u c h a f o r e i g n e 1 e r, <) n t a n d i s 

therefore unacceptable. But Vjr gie Rai ne y repre s e n ts a 

member of a lo we r social class wh ose tal~ ~t t hr 0ate ns to 

e levat e her above the station to which birth has assigned 

her . .'\s She ll ey said in Delta Wedding sh e h as ''come up 

knocking . '' Ca ssie under st an cl s the so c i a 1 code, and knows 

that Mo rgana d i d not wa n t Miss Eckhart or Virgie to be 

anything . She is not surp rised, then, whe n she win s t he 

music s ch olarship o ver- Virgie . 

No slight, however , is humiliat in g e nough to d imin-

ish Virgie's physica l and spiritual vitality. She is like 

Robbie of Delta Wedd ing in this respect. She i s a free 

spirit who drinks deeply of every exper ienc e , obeys her 

own i ~sti nct~ and impulses, and ignor es th e consequences. 

To Cas si e , who ''out of nice feeling, look ed the other way'' 

(p. 45) whe n anything wa s amiss, who "fou nd it so ea sy 

. to f ee l terror and pain in a n outsider" (p. 53), who 

" doubted herself, so easi ly" (p. 35 ) , '' 'J ir gi c wa s 3 secret 
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l ove , as well as her secret hate" (p. 43). At speaking-

ni ght s Ca ssie watched her timidly as she ran and jumped 

a nd hollered and played, roll ed th e watermelons away, 

ca ught lightning bugs and ''let herself go completely as 

a nyo ne wou ld 1 i k e to do'' ( r . 51 ) • At her music lessons 

Virg i e r e f us e d to play th e pi 2no with the metronome 

t ick ing and thrt:W t.antrum·s when the s heet s of music did 

no t l ie flat, but immedjately af t er, s he 1·1ay her hands 

o n t !1 e k e y s , a s s h e w o u 1 d t a k e u p a d o 1 1 '' ( p • 4 6 ) • H e r 

gi ft for music wa s only one facet of her gift for life. 

She repre s e nts t he vitality and en e rgy of th e rising lower 

cla sses in the South wh ich is a major theme of Faulkner 

and other South e rn writ e rs, as opposed to the decadence 

an d dec line of tile old-order aristocrats. 

Cas sie s ee s that the ''d ifferences '' wh i ch is o 1_ ate 

Virg i e an d Miss Eckhart from the community and link them 

toget her in the minds of the townsp e ople are both the 

glor y and t h e tragedy of their lives, and s he has grown 

k ee n ly c onscious of others like them--her mother and Loch, 

for instance. But already she knows that she is not like 

them , just as Shelley is not like Dabney, and just as the 

Grandmot h e r c ould n e v e r have done what Mira nda did: 

She cou ld nev e r g o i' or Le rs elf, n e ve r creep out 
o n t h e shimmering bridge of the tree, or r e ach 
the dark magnet there that dr ew you inside, kept 
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dr a wing you in. She could not se e hers e lf do 
an unknown thing. She was not Lo ch, she was 
not Virgie Rainey ; she was not her moth e r. She 
was Cassie in h e r room, seeing th e kno wl edge and 
to rm e nt beyond her reach. . (p . 77) 

Sh e is ne ither a victim, nor a victor; she cannot flaunt 

the s ocial order and seize life, so she can neither con-

quer n or suffer defeat to any in tense degr e e. Her mother 

can in d ul ge her whims and fancies and ignor e the plights 

o f o t h e rs; Loch can defy life by hanging from the farthest 

li mb of his tree upsid e down while he conte mplates the 

sweet figs bursting witli ripeness; Miss Eck h art can hold 

a wh ol e town in thrall every s pring , me as J r e time in her 

o w n w a y o r 1 o c k i t ·i n a s 2 f e , a n d " c o n s i o e r o n e t h i n g n o t 

much mo r e t err ifying than another" (p. 57); King Maclain 

ca n esca p e th e responsibi lit y which h e does not wish to 

acce p t by simply walking away from it; Vir g i e can click 

her hee ls through a group of scandalized wo men "as if 

noth ing lla d h a ppened in the past or be h ind h er, as if s he 

were fr ee , what e v e r e l se sh e might be'' (p. 9 0); but the 

most Cassie can do is sit amazed at t h e sight of an orig-

i nal design she has produced on her tie-dye scarf: " 

s he didn't see indeed how she had ever made it" (p. 66). 

These two stories by Miss Welty dealing with in

nocenc e and experience in the li ves of two Southern girls, 

th ough diff e rent on the surface, are s t ran ge ly simila r 
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f unda me nt ally. For in each th e girl r e ach e s e xp e ri e nce in 

t he dec i s i on e i t he r to "go for hers e lf" a ga i n s t th e tradi

t ion a l pr e ssu r e s of famil y and social c lass as Da bn ey did, 

o r t o bo w t o th e st a ndard as Cassie did. Th oug h t he 

st rugg l e is a n i nt e r nal one, Mis s We lt y cl ear l y i n t ends 

t he s oc i a l i mp li cat io n s whi c h pe rmeat e her wo r k, fo r in an 

inte rview wi th Wi lliam F; Buc kl e y i n 1972 sh e made this 

co mm ent ab out he r r e spons e t o pe ople wh o we r e as k i ng why 

s he d i d no t us e h e r "no ve li s tic pow e rs" to f i ght racial 

in ju s t ice : 

I ass umed that my who l e li f e I had be en wri t ing 
ab0 u t injust i ce . 

I was wrj t ing a bout i t from t he i nsid e, no t 
from th e o u ts jd e , a nd wh e n i t wa s s tat e d from 
tll e outs ide it see me d to be so thin and 
art i f i c i a l. 1 

Th is is the k e y t o u nd e rstan din g Miss We lty's a ppr o ach to 

trut h . The " l e sson ," the "m es s age ," is in he r e nt in the 

r e s pons e s a nd t h ou g hts of t he c ha r a c t e r s a nd mu st be 

"dist il led out " o f t h e t ota l c ont ext j ust as i n r ea l life. 

It is be ca u s e he r st ori e s a r e s o close to lif e in this 

r e spect t ha t t h e y s t r ik e t he c on s ciousness witn such 

force . 

t aped 
1 9 7 2 , 

l Fr om a t r ans cr i pt of t he Fir i ng Li ne pr ogram 
at WM1A in Jac kson , Mis sissippi, on De c e mbe r 12, 
a nd o rig i n a 1 l y t e l e ca st on PBS on De c 8 in 1} e r 2 ,1, l 9 7 2 . 



CHAPTER IV 

CARSON MCCULLERS : COMING TO MATUR ITY 

IN THE SMA LL SOUTHERN TOWN 

Columbus , Georgia, in 1 9 17 was a to wn of about 

t h irty thousa nd populatio n, and its principal industry was 

a t e xti le mi ll. It was here that Lul a Carson Smith wa s 

b or n on Februa ry 19 of t ha t yea r in a h ous e located close 

t o t he mill d istric t . Though she mo v ed from t he immediate 

ar Pa in her fift h year , she unquestionably had many op

p or tun i t i e s t o abso rb the mi ll atmosph e r e of poverty a nd 

ig no ranc e which s he sn vividly rJesrribes in he r first book , 

T li e 11 c :.1 r t I s a Lo 11 e 1 y H u.21 __ t e r . Car~ on --th e name sh e pre f er-

r e d--r c mai 11 e d j n Col umb .•s :ii.ti] sl--,2 was sev e nt ee n 3 d e velop-

i n g 11 c r i 11 t e re s t s i :1 m u s i ~ 2. r. cl 1 i t t· r a t u re . She t h en we nt 

to New York to study musi c b~t stuai ed writing instead , for 

a time . She publish ed he r first novel at twe nt y-two and 

at tw e nty-thre e suffere d the first of three strokes which 

left her partia l ly paralyzed for t he rest of he r life. In 

1937 Cars on mar r ied Jam e s Reev e s McCu ll e r s wh o committed 

suicide in 1953. Carson McCu ll ers died i n 1967 . 1 

l o 1 i v e r Ev a n s , -~•:.;:a~r~s~o~11__::M~c::;.;;.C.;:u;..;;l;..;l:;...-E';;_;;;,r~s,_·:...· _ _ H_e_r_L_i_f _e __ a_1_1 _d_W_o __ r=k 
(Lond a n: Pete r Ow e n, 196 5) . 
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That the social structure of Carson Mc Cullers' home 

town was rooted in t h e narrow orthodoxies of the Old South 

is demo nstrated in an anonymous telephone call which she 

received a t the home of her parents during a visit in 1941 , 

s hortly after pub lic ation of her second book Reflections in 

a Golde n Eve . The caller identified himsel f as a member 

of the Ku Klux Klan and told her 

. that unless she got out of town immediately 
he was coming with his friends to 'get he r' that 
very e v e ning. 'We know from your first book that 
you're a nigger -l over ,' the voice said, 'and we 
know from th i s one th a t yo 1i ' re q u e e r . We d on ' t 
want q uee rs and nigger-lovers in this town . , 1 

Though th e threat was neve r carried out, it helps to 

ex plain the author ' s discomfort in the Sout h . Once her 

libera l social views be came widely known, she visited her 

home state infrequently and briefly. 

Nevert he less, the South played a vita l ro l e in her 

perso nal pilgrimage and consequent ly in her fiction. In 

''Lon e 1 i n es s ... An t;,, mer i can Ma 1 ad y '' she s ay s 

Consciousness of self is th e f irst a bstr~ct 
problem that the human being sol ves . Ind eed , 
i t i s t h i s s e 1 f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s t h a t r e i:l o \ ' P s u s 
f rom the lo wer animals. This primitive grasp 
of id e ntity develops wit h constantly sh i fting 
e mphasis through all our years . Pe rhaps 
maturity is simply the histor y of those muta -
tions t hat r e veal to the individual the re lation 

1Evans, p. 87 . 
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betwee n hims e lf and t he world in whic h h e finds 
hi mself. 1 

Sh e comb i ne s h e r own experience of t h e world called the 

So uth wi t h he r artis t ic im aginati on to creat e th e two 

short nov e ls of lost innoc e nce, Th e Hea rt I s a Lonely 

Hu nt e r and Th e Me mbe r of the Wedding. 

The ll e a rt I s a Lon e l y JJunJ_fl.: is the story of four 

peop l e in a small So u thern town who f ind i n a dt a f mute 

th e q ua li t ies of human understan d ing wh i ch e ach needs to 

d e l ive r h im fr om a se nse of spiri t ua l isolation. The deaf 

mut e i s J ohn Sing e r and the four people are Mick Kelly, 

th e thir tee n-y ea r- o l d daug h te r of th e ow ne r of th e board

in g hous e wlt e r e Sin g e r li ve s·; Bi f f Br a nn on , t he mid d l e - a g e d 

o wne r o f the New York Ca fe wher e Sing er tak e s his meals; 

Jak e Blount, an i t in e rant, s e lf-appoin ted labor organizer; 

a nd Dr . Be nedic t ~ad y Copeland, a Ne gro ph ys i c i a n whose 

obs es sio n is t h e lib e ration of his rac e . Th e se four r e p-

r es e nt th e l ower l e v e ls of society in a small South e rn 

to wn a nd ar e t ypic a l of th e character t yp e s through whom 

Mrs . McCullers communicat e s so eff e ctively. Each of these 

p e ople meets . Si ng e r and believes that he possesses a rare 

qna li ty o f unde rs t an d ing. They confide in him th e e vents 

1 C a r s o n ~1 c C u 1 1 e r s , " Lo n e 1 i n e s s . • . -~ n A m e 1· i c a n 
~1a l a d y, " The Mor t o ag e d Hea rt, ed. Mar g ari ta G. Smith (New 
Yo r k: Bi1ntam , 1 9 71 ) , p. 293. 
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of the ir lives and their dreams for t he future, and they 

der ive from him the comfort and courage which gives th e m 

hope . Though Singer is the central figure in the lives 

of the othe r characters, he is never the cent r al figure of 

the story for the reader, wh o kno ws him in a way the char-

acte rs n e ver do. The author's account of Singer's life 

for the t e n years precedi"ng his encounter with the other 

four revea ls that he is emot ion a lly d ependent upon another 

d e a f m u t e , a G r e e k n a me d .~ n t o n a p o u 1 o s , w h o h a s b e e n c o m -

mitted t o a ment al institution. When Singer learns that 

his friend has died, he puts a bullet through his head. 

One of th e pervad ing ironie s of the book is the spir it ual 

impotence of the pe rsonality most deified b y th e o t her 

cha racters. 

Once Si nger' s true nature is und ers tood, it is Mick 

Kelly wh o stands out a s t h e central character. It is her 

exper i ence of lost innocence, with i ts acco mpa nying s e nse 

of guilt and fea r, and her ulti mate di si llusi onment with 

which th e reader most keen l y identifies; a:'Jd it is through 

the co n text of conditions of life in th e South er n town 

where s h e l ive s that h e vi ew s her tenuous future. 

Mi c k's env ironment an d the forc es which circum

scribe her life are, of course, c l ear er to the reader than 

t o Mick herself. Thi s is always true of fiction in which 
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the wr i te r ta kes the omniscient point of view where the 

purpo se is to reveal the total map to the reader while 

re stricting individual characters to progressive road 

markers . Eudora Welty speaks to this point in her essay 

on place: 

Para doxi c ally, the more narrowly we can examine 
a fic tional cha ract er, the gr eat er he is likely 
to loom up. We ~~st s ee him s e t to scale in his 
prop e r w or 1 d t o kn o i,; l1 i ::; s i z 2 • 2 1 a c e , t hen , h a s 
the most de lic a te control over character too : by 
conf ining character, it defines it.l 

In Th e He art I s a Lon e l y Hunter th e read er is able to see 

t h e e n t i re Sou th e r r. w 0 r 1 d w I: i ch c per~-t e s upon Mi ck , i n c 1 u d -

ing e ven ts and characters she cannot see and influenc es of 

wllich sh e may r e main unawar e . In ot he r word s, Mick will 

neve r know a ll the forces involved . in her loss of inno 

cence , but he r failure to recognize them in no way nega tes 

them . They will have done their work . 

The re li g ious an d psyc hological aspects of the 

novel overla p somewhat. Many of the symbols are in the 

Gothi c tradition , which is basical l y psychological ; but 

their e ff e ctiveness in South e rn l iterature is a direct 

conseque nc e of the gen e ral attitude of credulity toward 

Old Testament l i te rature and New Testament fundamentalism 

which ex ists in th e South. In go t hicism the grotesque 

1 wc l ty , "Place in Fiction ," p. 62. 
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intensifies psychological and moral truth , while the strong 

emp hasis upon faith heal ing among the popular sects of the 

South indjcates an acknowledged r e lationship between physi-

c~l imperfections and spiritual depravity . Physical de-

formity is a multi - lev e l sy mbol in The Heart Is a Lonely 

Hunte r, and no major character is represent e d as physica ll y 

who le. 

She is 

~Ii c k w or r i e s a 11 th e t i me ab o u t be in g a "fr ea k . " 

thirteen and is already fiv e feet six inch e s tall. 

Bif f mused that s h e was " at the age when she looked as much 

like an overgrown boy as a girl ." 1 Biff himself is sexu -

a 1 1 y impotent and admits to h id i n g a c 1~ rt 2. in p 2. r ~- c, f h i s 

body . . Jake ' s "head was very l rag e and we ll - s!J a ped, but 

his neck was soft and s lender as a bo} ' s. The must.a •-::h e 

looked false , as if it had bee n stuck on for a costume 

party . It was like something was defor med ab out 

him--" (pp . 12, 16 ). Dr . Copeland is tubercular, and the 

first indication that Singer does not r e ally poss es s the 

qualiti es attr ibut ed to him is his symbolic deafness and 

muteness. An addit ion a l tension underlying the acti on is 

that betwee n those wh o claim t he faith and those who deny 

it . Biff's religious indifference is contrasted with 

Alice's daily Bjble r e ading. Blount confesses to an ear ly 

lcarson McCullers, Th e Heart I s a Lon e lv Hunter 
(New York: Ba ntam, 1940), p . 112. AJl subs e quent 
parenthetic page references are to this edit io n . 
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religiou s fanaticism which inspir ed him to d rive nails 

through his palms preparatory to life as an e va ngelist. 

But hi s di sillusionment with the church and its perversion 

of Jesus and his me ssage has embittered him toward organ

ize d relig ion for which he substitutes the ev angelism of 

social is m. Simms preaches in the mill district and con-

sta ntly tries to convert ·Blount . The intensity of these 

th r ee r e lig i ou sl y fanatical characters suggests a violence 

on the verge of eruption as it is in Flannery O'Connor's 

Ha zel Mote s and Francis Ma rion Tarwater. It also suggests 

t he r e ligious lif e of the many Southerners upon whom both 

~ iss O' Co nnor and Mr s. Mc Cullers modeled their characters . 

Da ily life in the Old South was characterized by vio lenc ~ 

a n d reinforc e d by a literal Biblical inter p reta tion which 

ju stified it . Its effec ts are still very strong in the 

re gion . The conflict of Dr. Copeland's agnosticism with 

the simple faith of the rest of his family contrasts dra

mat ically with the former example s. Whe n Willie comes home 

cripp led, Dr. Copeland seeks jus~ice through la wful author

ity; but the rest of the family, frcm the old grandfather 

down to t h e youngest child, draw closer to each other in 

love and r e ad from the Bible, th e ir only source of c omfort 

an d hope, and talk of the peace and happiness of a heaven 

r e serv e d for the meek and faithful. Perhaps it is with 
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this scene in mind that Louis Auch i ncloss observes: 

Even in the most appa lli ng scenes of violence in 
the nove l there is a strang e sweet taste, lik e 
that of a sticky soft dri nk sho t with wh is key , 
or of a k iss ending in a bit e, that evokes the 
nigh tma r e combina t ion of brut ality and sent i
me nt a lit y that is so pers i stent a part of t he 
l ege nd and actua li ty of th e Old South.I 

~ ick could certai nl y not esca pe s o pervasive an influ ence, 

tho ugh h e r views on th e subject of God are immature and 

co nfused. Once she says of the music she i s listening to: 

For a minute the openi ng balanced from one side 
to the othe r. Like a wa lk or march . Like God 
strutting in th e night. The outside of her was 
sudd e n ly froze and onl y th e first part of the 
music was ho t inside he r heart. She :~uld no t 
eve n hea r what sou nded after, but she sat th e r e 
wa i ting a nd froze, with her fists tight. After 
a whi l e the music came a gain , hard er and loud . 
I t d i d n ' t h a v e a n y t h i n g t o d c• w i t h Go d . Th i s 
was her , ~lick Ke ll y , wa lkin g in the daytime a nd 
by h e rs e lf at night . (p . 100) 

AL t ha t point in her lif e music is the o nly thi ng r e mot e 

e no ugh an d inexp lic ab l e enough to be assoc i ated with the 

co nce p t of God , but wh e n it r e aches dee p inside her t h e n 

she identifies it with the se lf in which her a nthropomor-

phic concept of God has no part . The ke e ne st ev idenc e of 

the inf lu e nce of r e ligion upon Mick is her sense of s in and 

gu ilt after the unpr e me ditated sexua l experience with Ha rry 

and her fe e ling of nee d to co nfess . A nagging fear haunt s 

lLoui s Auchincloss, Pion ee r s and Caretakers : A 
Stud y of N~ne . .'\me rican \Vome n Nov e lists (Ne w Yo rk: Dell, 
1 96 1 ), p . 1 6 3. 
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her; she constantly seeks d i v e rs ions , but nothing relieves 

her, and she wishes she might go to Mr. Singer with her 

problem : 

I-I a d e v e r h e f P 1 1~ a t e r r i lJ 1 e a f r a i d n '; s s 1 i k e t h i s 
one? No. He had 1.•ever done a;,yi.,hing wro ng. He 
h a d never done anyth ing wrong and his heart was 
quiet in the nighttime. Yet at the s ame time he 
would under stand. 

If on l y she could tell him about this, then 
it would be better. She thought of ho w she would 
begin to te ll him. Mi st er Sing er--I know this 
girl not any older than I am--. . (p . 268) 

For the first time in her life Mick is afraid of the dark , 

a subliminal religious influence . "She felt very old, and 

it was lik e something wa s heavy inside her. She wa s a 

g ro wn pe rs o n now, wheth e r she wanted to b e or not" (p. 236). 

In this extr e mity of spiritu a l need she turns natural l y to 

Sing e r whom she has subconsciously cast in the role of God 

from the v e ry beginning: 

She whispered some wor ds out loud: 'L ord for-
giv e th me, for I knoweth not what I do. 1 Why did 
she think of that? Every body in the past few 
y ea rs knew there wasn't any real God. Whe n she 
thought of what she used to imagine wa s God she 
could only s ee Mister Singer wi th a l ong , white 
sheet around him. God wa s silent--maybe that 
was why she was rtminded. She said the words again, 
just as she would s~ea~ t~6 ~ to Mister Sin ger. 
'L ord forgiveth me , for I knoweth not wh at I do.' 
(pp . 101-10~) 

In Mick 's image thfre is an important clue t o the role of 

Singer in t h e book. Social conditions in t he South during 

th e 1930's caused ma ny people to think of God as strangely 
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silent. But the God-hunger still existed, and so they 

created gods in their own images. Of Singer it is said: 

The rich thought that he was rich and the poor 
considered him a poor man like themselves. And 
as ther e was no way to disprove these rumors 
they grew marvelous and very real. Each man 
desc ribed the mute as he wished him to be. 
(p. 190) 

But Singer does not see himself as God or Paraclete 

or Savior. He writes to Antonapoulos that he has no idea 

what t hese people are talking to him about, though they 

keep t e lling him that he is the only one who understands. 

His subconscious supplements the deficiencies of his con

scious knowledge in a most revealing dream, but he fails 

to comprehend, apparently, ·what the reader sur e ly under

stands: 

Out of the blackness of sleep a dr eam formed. 
There were dull yellow l a nt er ns lighting up a 
dark fl i g h t o f st o-n e steps . .L\ n ton a po u 1 o s k 11 e e 1 e ci 
at the top of these st e ps. He was naked and he 
fumbled with something t hat he held above his 
head and gazed at it as though in prayer. He 
himself knelt halfway down the steps. He was 
naked and cold and he could not take his eyes 
from Antonapoulos and the thing h e held above him. 
Behind him on the ground he felt the one with the 
mustache and the girl and the black man and the 
last one. They knelt naked and he felt their eyes 
on him. · And behind them there were uncounted 
crowds of kneeling people in the darkn e ss. His 
own hands were huge windmills and he stared 
fascinated a t the unknown thing that .Antonapoulos 
held. The ye llow lanterns swayed to a nd fro in 
the darknes~ and all e lse was motionless. Then 
suddenly there was a ferment. In the upheaval 
the st ep s collapsed and he felt himself falling 
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downward . He aw ok e with a jerk. The ea rly light 
white ned the window . He felt afraid. (p. 185) 

The d r eam clear l y rev ea ls Singer and the other four in 

their true relationship to ea ch o the r and to Antonapoulo s. 

Each is reaching out for contact with those god-like 

qual it i es wh ich he has imputed to another, a nd such a 

fa ls e view can on l y produce fear. That the moronic, 

obscene Gre e k i s uppermost in the scale is t h e ultimate 

irony which provok e s Eisinger to comment: 

In the transcendent c ircl e, t he n, is the mad Greek, 
upon whom a ll i n t he nov e l are ultimat e ly depen
dent . But what is the Gre e k i f riot a S;'m /Jo :l fer 
vacuity, for no thing? He cannot lo ve . He ca n 
n ~ i t 11 e r g i v e n or re c e i v e . He i s t l, e re d u c t i u ;1 

t o t h e a b v s 111 a 1 z e r o o f t h e h urn a n h o p '" 1' o r c c i,J -

munion .l · 

B r a d b u r y s u g g e s t s a s 1 i g h t 1 y d i f f rc: r e n •, i 1~ t e r p .:- e t a t i o ,1 o f 

Singer as sy mbol: 

Clear l y syrnbolic , the i ron i ca ll y named Sing e r 
se~m s to sum up a l l t he finally un sat isfactory 
r e sour c e s of modern man in his hea rt's loneli
ne s s : reli~ion , ps yc hiatry, politi ca l or soc ial 
exp edients . 

Regard less o f the meaning inh e rent in th e structure of the 

d r ea m, it colla pses and Singer awakens afraid. If Mrs. 

McCullers int e nded, as some critics s uggest , that 

Antunapo ulos symb olize God a nd Sing e r symbolize Chri st, 

l Eisinger , p. 248. 

2sradbury, p. 111. 
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then her intention has strange implications for Christian

ity wh ich anticipat e a revolutionary theology whic h a lso 

came out of Georgia some years later. 1 For the Greek dies 

and Singer kills himself, leaving his followers, whom he 

never understood anyway, dispersed and desolate. 

Mick 's sexua l expe rienc e was the precipitating 

factor in her guilt and the immediate cause of her feeling 

"a grown up per s on , " bu t s ex u a 1 know 1 e d 9 e i s f u ,1 d 1 :-1 en t a 1 1 y 

a biological change in adolescents which s}mbol izes a loss 

of innocence a nd initiation in to experience. It occurs i'1 

every ado l es cent quite apart from se~unJ experim~n~at i 0 n, 

though that often, a lso for biological reasons, is a part 

0 f it. Miranda grew up with sexual knowledge, surro und ed 

as she was by farm an im als; but her personal loss of in

nocence came in connection with a more pen et rating experi -

ence apart from the sex act. Dabney's lost innocence was 

r e lat ed as much to filial and frat ernal love as to romantic 

l ove. The physical change, then, symbolizes a casting off 

of all myths about life and an accepta nc e of the guilt 

inherent in hu manness. It is significant for this reason 

lin 196 6 Thomas J, .J. Altizer, 4Ssociate Professor 
of Bible and Religion at Emory Unive rsity, Atlanta , 
Georgia~ a rous e d a highl y articulate emotional response 
throughout t he nation by publica t ion of The Gospel of 
Christian !\t heism (Philad e lphia: Westmi nster Press, 1966), 
considered the ma nifesto of what is called the "God-is
Dead ,\loveme n t ." 
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that Mick's loss of se x ual innocence imm e diately precedes 

her othe r d isillusionments, Sing e r's d eath nnd the neces

sity to get a job. 

This las t necessity i~ evidence tha i t he religious 

influences of Th e Heart Is a Lonely Hunter are scarcely 

more significa nt than the enormous social and economic 

pres sur e s wh ich impinge on daily life. Mic k accepts the 

fundamen tal assumptions o n which s ocial distinctions are 

based as natural and un a lterable. At this point, too, she 

cont r asts wit h Mira nd a and Dabney who r e fuse to accept a 

ready -m ade code. Their indepen dence of thought probably 

stem s from the security of social c l ass and a relative af-

flue nce wh ich Mick does n ot e njoy. Mick takes her evening 

wa lks "in the go od part " of town where she lies on green 

lawn s and listens to music, but this is her onl y contact 

with affl u ence . Sh e atten ds Vocational High School and 

enro lls in a free government art c ourse and has her life 

in e v e ry way c irc um sc r ib ed by borderlin e poverty. But 

she is at l ea st two l evel s above the bo tt om, a fact which 

is co nstantly r e inforced. After the Ke lly s sacrifice the 

mortgage on their house to pay 83by Wilson's h ospital 

bills , Mick says of her family, ' ·The y were migh ty near 

as poor a s factory folks. Only nobody could look down 

on them'' (p. 203). Again as the family dis cuss e s the 
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p o s s i b i 1 i t y o f M j ck ' s g o i n g L o w o r !: , Mam a s 2 y s , ''Ev e n i f we 

have to give up the house c1no. niove down i.1 ,nill town, 

• • I r a t h e r k e e p ~1 i c k a t n o m e f o r a w h i 1 e ! " ( p . 2 7 1 ) . 

Mi ll town was occupied only by the poorest of the poor. 

I t was, in fact, a reconstruction of the old plantation 

system wit h the workmen 's houses replacin g the Negro shacks 

and surrounding the master's factory instead of the master ' s 

plantatio n house . 1 Mick and the town understand it as a 

deg rading form of life, a serfdom to be avoided at all 

costs . Anothe r thing she clearly understands is the posi -

tion of the Negro and her position of superiority to him. 

~1 i r a n d a a n cl U a b n e y both t a k e Neg ro e s for gr a n t e d . f o r t h em 

the Negro is not a compet itor but a s ervant . The attitude 

i n a smal l Southern mi ll town during the depression is 

very differen t. Mick's feeli ng of superiority is apparent 

in the distincti on she makes in forms of address . She 

ca ref u l 1 y say s , " ~Ir • Br a n non " a n d "Mr • S i n g e r , " bu t w h e n 

the inte lligent, highly educated Dr. Bened i ct Copela nd 

e n t e r s - - t h r o u g h t h e b a c k d o 1)1' . • - ~ o v i s i t h i s d a u g h t e r P o r t i a , 

the Kelly's c ook, \'Tick addre~src s him firsr as " Uncle " and 

then as simp l y "B enedict ." ~nd t hough she deplores the 

treatm e nt h e has received at c i ty hall and is indigna n t at 

the horrors which Wi llie endured in h is imprisonment , i t 

1Ezell, p. 14 1. 



- 103 -

is only beca use she knows these people as Portia 's family, 

not because s he recognizes their ri ghts as persons. 

Haze l tells Mick that the te n-cent store job pays ten 

When 

dollar s a week , Mic k exclaims , ''Portia don ' t make but about 

that mu ch," and Hazel resp on ds, "Oh, color ed people --" 

(p. 271), an explanatio n whic!1 Mi ck fin d E reasonable. 

Social struc ture · and Pconomy ar e mutua l ly rein-

forcing , and most human misery and loneline~ s st e m from 

thei r combined force. Mi ck l earns in the end how much must 

b e sacrificed for the almighty dollar: 

It was money , money , money all the time . They 
ow 8d to th e groc e ry and they owed the last pay
ment on some fur niture. 4 nd no w sinc e t h ey had 
los t the house they owed money t h ere too . The 
six rooms in the house were always taken , but 
nobody ever pai d the r ent on time. (p. 264) 

Though Mic k is touc h ed that e veryon e in the family v e rbally 

o~jects to her going to work at fourteen, sh e under stands 

the urg ent need for it and consents, hoping it wi ll be only 

for the summer, bu t in th e family's reaction to thi s com-

p ro mise she feels herself permanently trapped : "It was as 

though a great worry and tightness l eft the family. In the 

dark they began to laugh and t alk" (p. 272). She takes the 

job kno wing it will not be just for the summer. "On ce they 

we r e used to the money coming in it w0u Jrl be impo ssible to 

do without a ga in. That was t 11 e way t hings were '' ( p. 2 7 2 ) • 

A n d 1 a t e r w h e n sh e f e e 1 s a 1 1 h e r d re a n: ~ [ l i_ p ;"' .i n 0 i-1 w a y f r om 
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"It wa s like sh e was cheated . Only nobody h e r she thin k s : 

had cheated her. So there was nobody to t ake i t out on ." 

However, just the same she had that feel i nJ. C:1 ea t e d" 

( p . 302) . The doo r to the " i1H ~d P- ro 0m " where all h ~':' 

dreams a r e stored has be e n slammed shut . 

In his analysis of The He art Is a Lo ne lv Hu nt e r, 

Eisin ge r concl ud e s: 

A pe riph e ra l matt e r in th i s novel is th e way in 
whi c h Mrs. McCullers treats social prob l em s. 

But these matt e rs ar e hardl y at the heart of the 
nov e l. It is t rue that Mrs. McCu l ler s reveals a 
co l d r e a li sm in portraying th e diseases of he r 
soci e ty. 

Bu t it i s h e r p~ople in whom sh e is c hi e fl y 
in terest e d , not society. I s ol at ion i s of the 
s o u l , n o t of t he s ma 1 1 s o u t 11 er n t o \\' n . Th e fa i 1 u r e 
of lo v e is th e fa ilu re of communion, not of labor 
unions or Ne gro - white r e l at ion s .l 

Bu t in her own statement about the book Mrs . McCu ll e r s ties 

he r pe op l e and their s e arc h to the soci ety in which she 

pictures them . Soon after publication of Th e Hea rt Is a 

Lone ly llunter sh e sa id to Ralph McGi ll : 

Th e r e was somethi ng of the co ns cience o f the 
Sou t h in the th eme and characters of th e book . 

. L\ l 1 o f u s s e e k t i me a n d a w a y t o c om Hi t: n j c a t e 
somethin g of the sense of l one lin ess and s o li tude 
that i s in u s - - t 11 e h um a n !J ea r t i s a "i. or: f; 1 y 1m :-; t e r- -
but t h e s ea rch of us South e rn e rs i [ na rc a ngu~~he d. 
There is a special guilt i il ns , a seek i ng ::o r 
somet hin g had - - and lost. ~c i s a conscious ness of 

1Ei s inger, p . 25 1. 
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g u i lt not fully knowable, or communicable . South
e rne rs ar e th e more lonely and spiritually es 
t r a ng e d, I think, because we have lived so long 
in a n a rtifici a l social system tha t we insist was 
natura l and right a nd jus t --wh e n all along we 
kn e w i t wa sn ' t . The fact we bolst e red it with 
l a ws a nd d e v e loped a secular li t urgy and sacraments 
for i t i s e vi de nc e of how little we be lieved our 
ow n d e ceits . 1 

Pe rhaps this stat e ment explains why the only successful 

e ffort a t hu man understanding and communication in the 

whol e b ook is a mong Portia and her family, e x c lusive of 

h e r f at he r. Bu t Mrs. McCullers allows Portia to give the 

e xp l anat ion in her own words in a conv e rsation with her 

f ath e r: 

ll am il t o n or Buddy or Wi l li e or me -- no ne of us 
e v e r car e s t o ta lk like you . Us ta lk like our 
ow n \la ma a nd h e r pe op l e s an d th ei r p e oples 
bef or e t he m. You t hink out e v e r y thinq in you r 
br a i n . \ 'h i 1 e us r a t h e r t a 1 k f r om so rr, e 1:, h i n g :i. r 
o ur h e a r t s t hat h as bee n th e re fo1 a lo ng t i rr,f'. 
( p. 6 7) 

Th e c h a ract e r s of th e book can liter a lly be div i d e d in 

t e rms of "bra in talk" a nd "h e art talk," and in the end it 

is t h os e o f th e "h e art talk" who find id e ntity, relation -

s h i p , and pe ac e of mind. Portia says that she and Willie 

a n d Hi gh boy "hav e our own way of living and our own plan" 

(p . 6 1 ), a nd in h e r agony ov e r Willi e 's trag e dy she 

g ri e ve s , "us ha v e s our own plan and nothing ever went 

wr ong wi t h i t be for e " (p. 117). The sp e cific plan of 

! McGill, p. 217. 
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wh ich she speaks is financial, but the overall "plan" is a 

mu tual love and support which never fails and which re~ches 

out to include Dr. Copeland in the end . 

Irving Malin also objects to Eisinger's view that 

soc i a l problems in this novel are a peripheral matter . He 

ad mit s tha t Gothic writers, with whom he classifies Mrs . 

Mc Cull e rs, use the recurring symbols of the haunt e d cast l e , 

t h e voyage into the forest, and th e reflection as objective 

corre lativ e s of the psyche , 1 but he adds : 

Sur e ly th e buried life is always tici to some 
sor t o f s ocial con ditioning: it conditions 
an d i s cond it ion ed by "others . " Th s wyjters 
of the n ew Amer i ca n Go t h ic are aw a~ e of t e n
sio n s betwee n e go and s uper - ego , s e![ a nd 
soc i e t y ; they st ud y th e f if~.ld o .Z p s y c hological 
co nflict,2 

r11 i Ck i S C On d it i o 11 e d by a 1 1 th e SO c i a 1 f Orce s W h i Ch Sur r o u n d 

h e r. He r brutal treatm e nt of Bubb e r after he accid e nta l ly 

s h oots Baby Wilson and th e hatred which she projects onto 

Biff Brannon after her own pe tty thiev e ry in his cafe are 

ev irl e nces of the pric e at which e x perience is bought . 

Th e ~1 e 111 b e r o f t h e We d d i n g , M r s . M c C u 1 1 e r s ' s e c o n d 

boo k d ea ling with lost innocence , is virtually a conti n ua 

tion of t he e arlier one and, in the estimation of most 

1 rrvi ng Malin, New ~m e ri ca n Got hic (Carbondale : 
South e rn Illino i s Univ . Press, 196 2), p . ix . 

2 I.bid. , p . 4. 
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The similarities cr itics, a more successful effort. 

between the two books are striking. Each story is set in 

a small Southern town, and each begins in summer with sun 

and swelter representing the emptiness and boredom of the 

leading character, who , in each case, is an overgrown 

ado lesc e nt girl suspended in that agonizing marginal 

existence between childhood and the adult world. In each 

story the girl's father wo rks with clocks and watches, as 

Carson McCuller's own father did, and the girl is strongly 

influenced by a young boy--Mick by her littl e brother 

Bubber and Frankie by her yo ung cousin, John Hen ry. Both 

girls engage in sexual experiences which leave them with 

intense guilt. In each case, too, the girl reaches out 

to a Negro cook who also experiences a marginal ex istence, 

the inher e nt quality of a racially divided society. Each 

of the Negro women und er stands and comforts her young 

charge with the unique folk wisdom wi tr1 whici1 lier culture 

and social position have equ ipped her. 

But there are some ma j o r cJ i ff ere n c es between t l: e 

stori e s, too. Th e Me mber of the Wt:ad_jJ_lJL 5 s p:rimari ly the 

story of one character , Frank ie Addams , and the events of 

one week during which she leav es t he innocence of childhood 

behind . Furthermore, the story open s upon a Frankie who 

has analyzed her situation thorough l y and thinks she 
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und e rstands her problem clearly. She can pinpoint the 

moment at 1"Jl:ic h a change began to take place. In the first 

p a ra g raph th e reader le a rns that Frankie has tho ught of 

h e rs e lf as "an unjoined person," but that " on the last 

Frida y of ~\ugust, a ll this was changed . " 1 The world, 

Fr an k ie concludes , is certainly a "sudden" place (p. 4) . 

Anot her ma j or diffe r ence is t he outcome of the storie s. 

While Mick's childhood ends in disillusionment, F rankie's 

s e rv e s as a springboard of hope, and the re ade r f ee ls 

confidently that she is on the road ts finding " the real 

' we' of 'me .'' ' 

T ll e ~1 e mber o f t h e l\1 e d d i n g beg i n s w i th Fr a n k i e ' s 

s u d d e n i d e a t o en d h er du 11 , d r a b ex i s t e nc e a s an '' I " per 

s on by joining herself to her brother and his bride to 

be com e a "we" person. She no longer b r:: lonJs i o a "bunch ," 

a nd s he is bor e d by t he lon g ho~ days spent only with 

Be r e n i c e , th e maid, and lit t l e John Hen ry i~ the ugly 

ki.tch e n. Around the town she goes, telling everyone about 

the we d d ing and saying goodbye to the o l d p l ace . In the 

Blu e Moon Cafe she meets a soldier who takes her upstair s 

and ma k e s aJvances which she resists by hitting him over 

th e hea d with a water pitcher. ~e xt day at the wedding 

lcarson McCullers, The Mem be r of t he Weddi ng (New 
York : Bantam , 1966) , p . 1 . All subsequent p a renth et ic 
pag e r e f e rences are to this ed ition. 
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she is dragged screaming from the honeymoon c a r which then 

dr ives away without her. 

Sometime after the ~ ublication of Th e Me mber of the 

W~ dding in 1946, Mr s. Mc Cullers, upon the insistenc e of her 

friend Tenne ss e e Williams, ada pt e d the nov e l for the stage. 

Wi llia ms imm ed iat e ly sa w the dramatic potential of a story 

in which the point-of-view character is nev er out o f sight, 

but muc h of the play's a ud ie n ce appeal lie s i n one element 

wh i c h i s a point of contrast be tw een the e xper ience o f Mick 

Ke l ly and that of Frankie Ad dams. WLi l e Mick 's idP.ntifi-

cat ion with Sing e r closes her off from the wo rld, makes 

her retr e at more and mo r e into her s ecret dr e ams , and pro

duces a failure of communication, Frankie's id en tification 

with the weddi ng opens he r up to the people around her and 

increases he r a bility to co mm unicat e . Th e day be fore her 

trip to Win te r Hill f or the ceremon y sh e go e s out f or a 

wal k through the town and is aware of th e mo st remarkable 

cha ng e in herself: 

•.. she had no soon e r walked down th e left side 
of the ma in str eet and up again on th e right 
s idewa lk, when she r e alized a furth e r ha pp e ning. 
It had to do with various people, some known to 
h e r and others strangers, s he met and p assed 
alon g th e street . An old colored man, stiff and 
proud on his rattling wag on seat d r ove a sad 
b lin dered mule down toward the Saturday market . 
F . Ja smi ne looked at him, h e looked at her, and 
to t h e out ward a pp ea ranc e that was all. But in 
that glance, F . Jasm ine fel t betwee n h i s ey e s and 
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her own eye s a new unnamabl e connect io n, as 
though they were kno wn to ea ch other- - and there 
even came an instant v i s i o n of his home field 
and count ry roads and quiet pine t rees a s the 
wag on ratt l ed past h e r on the paved tow n street. 
And ~he wa nt ed him to know her, too--about the 
weddi ng. 

Now the s ame th in g happened a ga in an d again 
on thos e four blocks . (p. 50) 

lV i th e v e r y one sh e meet s sh e f e r: l c:- a con 11 e c t i on- - "a con

nect i on c 1 o s e a s an s we rs to ca 1 l s " ( p . 5 0 ) , n n d sh e 1 o v e s 

them a ll. In the projection of he r own f e e lings, Frankie 

fails to take into account what J e rr y H . Bryant calls "a 

re lativ e wo rld-c e nt e r" 1 or the fact, as All e n Tate puts 

it, that reality li e s o nl y "in the cons cio usne ss of the 

p r o t a g o n i 5 t a n d ti o t i n t h e e x t c r i o r w o r 1 d • " 2 F r a n k i e h a s 

project e d Jarvis 's a nd Ja ni :;'s willingness t o t ake h e r with 

them, a nd in their refusa l to d o so, sugg ests Br ya nt, is 

both th e destr uct ion of innoc e n ce and th e beg inning of a 

rich er , fuller life. In ex plaining th is truth he calls 

att e nt i on to th e sc ene i n whi ch Frankie , Be ren ic e , and 

John Hen ry weep , each for a separate rea s o n (pp . 112-117), 

and he says , 

Their wee ping is like th e i r singing : "th e ir 
t hree voic e s were join e d, and t h e parts of the 
song were woven together .'' People 's li v e s are like 

1 J e rry H. Bryant, Th e Op e n Dt'c5 s i. .n n : __ 1!!..'..~ __ .f.2.!l-
t em p o r a r v ·\ r:1 e r i c a n Nov e J ci n ri T t s l n t e 1 l .~ c t 1. , a 1 8 a ck qr o u n d 
(New York : Free Press , 1 9 70) , p p . 34 -t,3 . 

2c owan, p. 227 . 
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this song and this weeping , each separate strand 
cont ributin g to a whole and deriving from the 
whole a satisfac t ion missing wit h out the others. 
If the condit ion of t he human being is to "lack," 
he can share that condition with others throu gh 
l ove . Me taphysically, it is the actual entity 
committing himself to his societ y as an element 
of his in d ividual satisfaction . As a child, this 
is not go od enough for Frank i e . Sh e demands 
absolute co mmu ni o n. As a n adu lt, sugge sts 
McCul l ers , she will l ea rn that this is the way 
we fulfil l ourselv e s,l 

Frankie a pp ea rs to be influenc e d less by social 

cond i t ions than Mi ck, partly because her story covers a 

per io d of on ly a week, out t lle cond itions which do exist 

are vivid ly Southern , T:ie tt,wn in which Frank ie lives 

appe::irs to be tl ,e sa me as ~l i ck ' s hom etown , and both are 

mode 1 e d on t he Co J. u ,n bu s , Ge or g i a , o f t lJ e a u th o r ' s yo u th . 

It is a typica l small South er n town wi th its Neg ro section 

an d i ts mill distr ict, a town in wh i ch an adolesce nt girl 

f e e l s s a fe to wander at a ll hours of th e night. This 

act ion, howeve r, probabl y r ef lects social cla s s and family 

standards of behavior more than the natur e of the town. 

It is i mp ossible to imagine Miranda or Dabney e ngaged in 

s uch unlady-like conduct. Th e old crones in Miranda's 

youth crit icize h e r fath e r for allowing her to dress 

"prac t i ca lly," and i t is inconceivable th at th e Gr a ndmother 

would have tolerated e ith e r Mi ck' s shorts or Frank i e' s 

1 Bryan t , pp. 2 4 8- 2 4 9. 
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grotesque Mex ican hat and orange satin dress. The action 

of Mrs . McCu ll e rs' novels 1 however, occurs twenty to thirty 

yea rs later than that of the previous novels, a difference 

which allows for changes in acceptable patterns of social 

behav ior. 

Inter e stingly , Mick and Frankie have similar sexual 

ex per i ence s over wh i ch they feel extreme guilt, and in each 

case the experience i mme diately prec ede s another of great 

conseq ue nc e . Frankie ' s rejection at the weddi ng, however , 

is more vital to h e r as an initiation int o knowledge than 

her experience with the boy. 

Relig ion is not an issue in Th e ~e mher of the 

Wed ding ; and since th e story occurs during the war years 

the e conomic situation is no t nearly so stifling for Frankie 

a s it is for Mick. But the uniti es of time and action 

wh ich the autho r observes prohibit emp hasis on th e s e aspects 

of Fra nki e 's env ironment, Their influence is implicit 

rat h e r t han ex plicit. 

One of the major successes of both the nov e ls is 

the Ne gro e s. Both Portia and Berenice are heroines on the 

order of Dilsey in Faulkner's Th e Sound and the Fury . and 

Olive r Eva ns says that Richard Wright praised all of Mrs . 

Mc Cullers' Ne groes for their aut hent icity. 1 Certainly the 

1Eva ns, p. 10. 
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scope of her Negro community is ver y broad , ranging from 

t h e i n t e 1 1 i g e n t a n d h i g h 1 y e d u c a t e d t o t h e p 11 o r a n d s i mp 1 e , 

from th e militant to the passi ve . Both the abuses th e y 

suf f e r at the ha nds of society and th~ co nt~ ibuti c ns they 

make t o it are realist icall y drawn . These two nove ls 

emp hasize the lo ve wh i ch they share am o ng t h emselve s and 

the lo ve two su rrog a te black moth e rs extend t o two bewil

de r ed grow ing girls . Frank ie's relati on shi p to Beren ice 

is much mor e intimat e than Mi ck's to Portia, and through 

it she l e arns what it means for color ed people to be 

"caught" an d "squeez ed ... off in a corner " (p. 114 ) . 

Through Honey , Be ren ice's fos ter 

thing of the pric e o f re sis t ance 

br o ther , s he learns som e

to social more s. But 

whe n t h e boo k end s the r eade r sen s e s that it will take 

years of gro wth before these s ee ds of knowledge p roduce 

t he fruit s of r ea l compas sion. 

Carson McCullers' novels on the loss of innocence 

su gge st t hat th e h uma n str uggle may be una vo idable, but 

its outcome i s unalt e rably order e d b y fate . To Portia, 

th e ''pl an' ' did not work, and it does not wo rk for any 

ch aracter in t he book; to Mi c k , ''it i s lik e sh e was 

ch e ated;'' to Be renice , it is li he people wer e ''caugh t: '' 

t o Franki e , it is 1 i k e th e y were a 11 '' 1 o o s e ,. " Ma n i s the 

v ictim of the wo rld into wh ich he is born. The only h ope 
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Carson McC ullers seems to offer is the re sult of th e action 

which Bryant recommends, sharing one's "lack" with others 

through love. 



CHAPTER V 

FLANNERY O'CONNOR: THE SOUTH AS A 

REFLECTION OF THE SOUL 

In a lecture entitled "The Church and the Fiction 

Writer" Flannery O'Connor said, "When people have told me 

that because I am a Catholic, I cannot be an artist, I 

have had to reply, ru efu lly, that because I am a Cath olic, 

I cannot afford to be less than an artist. ,.l Her fiction 

is the proof that she was not less, and most critics agree 

w i t h H n g h II o 1 ma n t h a t h e r d ea t h a t t h i rt y - n i n e " s i 1 e n c e ct 

one of the finest voices of· Ame rican f i ct ion . '' 2 But the 

voice was not Catholic only; it was also Southern, and 

Miss O' Connor publicly and insistently clai ~e d both c ondi

tions as essential to her creative powers: 

The two circumstances that have given character 
t o my own writing have been t hose of being 
Southern and being Catholic. This is considere d 
by many to be an unlikely combination, b ut I 
have found it to be a most lik e l y one. I think 
the South provides the Catholic novelist with 
some benefits that he usually lacks, and lacks 
to a conspicuous degree. The Catholic novel can't 

lFlanncry O'Connor, "In the Protestant South," 
Mvst e ry and Manners, eds. Sally and Robert Fitzgerald 
(N ew York : Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1957 ) , p. · 146. 

2 Holman, p. 177. 
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be categorized by subject matter, but on l y by 
what it assumes abou t human a nd di v in e rea l ity. 
It cannot s ee man a s determined; it c anno t see 
him as totally depraved. It will se e him as 
in comp let e i n himself, as pron e to evi l, but as 
r e de e mab l e whe n his own eff orts are assisted by 
grace . An d it will se e this gr ac e as workin g 
thro ug h ~atu r e , but as ent ir ely transcending it, 
so that a door is always open to po ssibility 
and the unexpected in the hu ma n soul. I ts center 
of mean in g wi ll be Christ; its center of d e struc
t ion will be the devil. No matte r ho w this view 
of lif e may be fleshed out, t he se a ssumpt i ons 
form its sk e leton.I 

Of the South ' s co ntr ibuti on to her art sh e said: 

The He brew gen ius fo r making th e absolute 
concr e te has co nd iti on e d the Southerner ' s way of 
lo oking at t hings . This is one of the r ea sons 
why th e South is a storytelling section. Our 
r e sponse to li f e is di f ferent if we have been 
ta ug ht on ly a de fi niti on of faith than if we 
h ave t r e m b 1 e d w i t h A b r a h a m a s h e l1 e 1 d t h e k n i f e 
over Is aac . Both of t h ese kinds of k now ledg e 
ar e n e cessary , bu t in the l ast fou r or fiv e 
c ent uries, Catho li cs have overemphasized the 
abstract and consequently impoverished th e ir 
imaginations and their capacity for prophetic 
insight . 

Unfortunat e l y , where you find Catholics read ing 
the Bib l e , you f ind t hat it is usu a lly a pursuit 
of t l1 e e duc ate d, but i n the So uth the Bib 1 e i s 
know n by th e ig norant a s we ll, an d it is a l ways 
th at mythos whi ch th e poor hold i n common that is 
most va lu ab le to the fiction writ e r. Whe n the 
poo r hold sacred history i n c ommon, they h ave 
ties to the universal and the holy whic t al lows 
the mea nin g of th e ir eve ry a ct ion t o be heightened 
and seen under th e aspect of e ter ~ity . 2 

1 O ' Con no r , M v s t er v a nd ~la n n e rs , pp . 1 9 6 - 1 9 7 . 

2 Ibid ., pp. 202 - 203. 
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An unde rstanding of these two fundamental influences upon 

Miss O'Conn o r is helpful in understanding not only her 

art istic vision, but her indomitable will to sp ea k her 

trut h in the face of conditions of health which would hav e 

stif led the cr ea tive urg e in a less valiant spirit . 

Flannery O'Connor wa s born on March 25, 1925 , in 

Savannah , Georg i a, but moved to Milled gevi ll e in the late 

t hirties . After a childhood education in Cath olic schools, 

she gradua t e d from Ge or '}ia Wonan's Colleg e in Milledgev i lle 

in 1945 and r ec2 iv eci her M. A. degr e e f~ orr ~he University of 

Iowa in 194 7. Afte r c ~i l 8q~ Fla~ ncr y liv ed and wrot e in 

:~e w York pnti l she f e ll victim to lupu s in 1950, the dis

eas~ of which her fathe r died, and r e turn ed to Milledge-

vi lle. In addit ion to writing, Flann ery O 'Connor spent 

much of her tim e l ect uring. In 1963 sh e rec eived an 

honorar~ degree from Smith Colleg e , on e of many awards and 

grants she received during he r lif et ime. She di e d in 1964 . 1 

Thougl: ~liss O' Connor onc e advised a student, who 

asked i,.; hat sh e was supposed to "get out of" the author ' s 

stories , to "forg e t about the enlightenment and just try t o 

e njoy thcr.: , "2 nnd though Robert Fitzgerald insists that her 

lf< obe r t Fitzgerald , "In troductio n," Eve rvthing That 
R i s e s ~·1 u s t C o n v e r g e b y F 1 a n n e r y O ' C o n n o r (f\'e w Y o r k : Th e 
New il.mer ic a n Lib rary, 1957), p . xv . 

2 O ' C o n n o r , 111 v s t e r v a n d ~1 a n n e r s , p • 1 0 7 • 
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stories should not be treated "straight off as problems 

for e xeg e sis or texts to preach on, 111 it is unlikely that 

much enjoyment of Miss O'Connor's work is possible apa rt 

from int e rpretation. In discussing her u se of the Kenyon 

Fe llowship money, she told friends it would go to, among 

o t h e r t h i n g s , " a f e w s i d e 1 i n e r e s e a 1· c h e s i n t o t h e w a y s o f 

the vulg a r. I would lik e to go to California for about 

two minut e s to further these researches, though at times 

I f ee l that a feeling for the vulgar is my natural talent 

a nd don't need any particular encourageme nt. 112 Even her 

most devote d r ea ders will probably agree. Miss O'C onno r's 

sp l end id fiction , ho weve r, is the proof that this salient 

cha r acter isti c is vital to her unique c on figurations of 

t ru th , and the power of her images li e s largely in their 

horror . Sh e ex plains why this technique is particularly 

e ff e ctive in t~e South: 

To b e a ble to r ec ogniz e a fre a k, you have to 
h a ve some con ce ption of th e whole man, and in 
t h e South til e g e n e ral conception of man is 
still, in the main, th e ological. 

. it is when the freak can be s e nsed as a 
figu re for our e ssential displacement that he 
attains some depth in literature.3 

1 Fi tzg era ld, p. vii. 

2Ibid., p. xvi. 

3o •Connor, My s ter y a nd Man ~c rs, pp. 44-45 . 
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Her use of the vulgar Jnd of freaks parallels that of 

other second generation Southern Renaissance writers , 

including Cars on McCullers. Certainly the freakish quali-

ties of the major characters in The Hea rt Is a Lonely 

Hunter are for the purpose of showing man 's essential dis

placement , and the similarities between the religious 

fanatics of each author have already been mentioned. The 

freaks of both writers are psychic projections intended to 

communica t e moral truth. 

Jonathan Baumbach argues that all of Mis s O'Connor's 

work "has the same rigidly defin e d r e ligious concerns, the 

same the ological pa ttern .. " 1 Of her t wo nov e ls, lise 

BJo orl and Th e Violent Bear It Aw a y, he says: 

A h1gh l y sprc i alized initiatory ritual takes 
place i.n both novels. . . The ritual 
c onfiguration is 8 reversal of the rit e de 
p;:; ss::i qe; that is, 'ie-· 11~•1t ral c~,aracters do not 
fa ll from innoc e nce. They a re fal len from the 
out se t and mov e doorr.td, t l1-..· c·1.gh an infested 
world proliferating its ~v i 1 ~, until at the 
h e ar t of d a ~· i{ ,; ~ s s th ey di s cover 1 i g h t , or God, 
2 n d t h r o u g J- r , ; n a n r; i c 1 i. 0, r> a '.1 d f x t r e m e p r: n a n c e 
::i c h i. e v e r e d e m ;., t i_ r 1 , 1. t' rj 1 : Ji e m s e 1 v ? s :i a d , i n e x t e n -

. 0 s1on, for all of us.-

This is a unique reversal of the usual approach to this 

theme and ce rtainly repr e sents a wide divergence from the 

lJonathan Baumbach, Th e Landscape of Niah t mare: 
Studi Ps in t h e Contemporarv Am erica n Nov e l ( Ne w York: 
New York Univ. Press , 196 7), p . 87 . 

2 Ibid., pp. 87-88. 
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other writers of this group. Even Car son McCu llers' 

Frank ie and Mi ck, unsheltered an d world-wise in the ir 

small tow n, lo we r-class way as compared to the young 

Mi rand a or Lau r a or Dabney, cont r a st ~ 11 a r p 1 y wj_ 1 t the 

young girl evan gelist in The _.Y..ill f, r. t !iea r I t L\Tv2y a n d The 

degenerate Sabbath Hawkes in Wi se Blood . Th<=>s2 ::.oc ial 

d e generate s do no serv ic e to a di sc uss i on of th~ journey 

from in nocen c e ----------to experience, that journey h a ving been 

made by ea ch character l ong before the s to r y opens. For 

the two 1 ea ding ma 1 e ch a r act e r s of these no v e 1 s, Haze 1 

~1 ot e s and you ng Tarwater , the journey , as Baumbach sug

g e sts , is a reverse o ne from depravi ty to a recove red 

'' innocence'' through redemption , b ut the g irls experience 

no such moment o f g race. In fact, no s t ory in Flanne ry 

O'Conn o r's co l lect ion is an in it iation stor y by the usual 

definition . · sut two storie s featur in g ado l escent girls 

ns l eading c haracter s lend them s e lv e s to the inn ocence and 

experience in te rpretation in a peculiarly r e ligious sense 

of the wor d . They a r e included here because they provide 

an iro nic comment on the Southern rel igi ou s envir onment. 

T h e S o u t h i s f u n d a m e n t a 1 l y P r o t e s t a n t c1 ~ 1 i , i n n: :=-1 11 y s e c t i o n s , 

openly a nti-Cathol ic . Ironically, a de 7 outl y Ca t holic 

writer h as provid e d some of the b e s t examples of the p :: Y·

vading religi ous i nfluence in th e Bible be l t t o b e fou~d 
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in Southe rn fiction. As already stated, she off e rs as her 

e xplanation for this fact the unique correspondences 

between spiritual truth and South ern regional realities 

which perfectly illustrate it. 

fi cient to c onf irm this point. 

Two short stories are suf-

" A Circ l e of Fire" is told primarily from the view-

point of twelve-year-old ·Sally Virginia who is usually 

r e ferred to as ''t he ch i 1 d . '' From an ups t a irs window the 

chi ld ga zes out whi l e her mot her , Mrs. Cop e , pulls weeds 

and nut grass from a flo werbe d an d Mrs. Pritchard, the wife 

of her foreman , watches and tal ks. Thr ee boys ente r the 

yard c a rrying a suitcase, and t he spok e sma n i ntro duces him

self as thirLeen - year-ol d Po well Boyd wh ose father was 

once Mrs. Cope 's car eta ker. Po we ll en jo yed the farm and 

has brought his friends from th e housing project in At lanta 

for a vi sit. They st ay o n, wreaking havoc, even after Mrs. 

Cope has thr ea tened to call the sherif f . 

s et fire to the wood s. 

Finally, they 

The first paragraph suggests the tone of the story 

and provide s many o f the details necessary to its inter-

pretation. Th e chi l d , by moving from room t o room on the 

second flo or of the house, commands a vie w of e verything 

whic h trans pir e s out side wi t hout be ing s ee n herse lf. Only 

twice does she l eave th e house, onc e in the car, and once 
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t o g o into the wood s, but in both cases she remains the 

obse rver, the one upon whom impressions are registe r e d. 

She first lo oks down upon her mother and Mr s. Pritchard 

who wear identical hats, except that Mrs . Pritchard 's is 

faded and shapeless, wh ile Mr s . Cope's is still new . Thi s 

fact, toget her with physical descripti0ns which pi~tu r e 

them as exact opposites , is th e first indic;:ition that ill r.s . 

Pr itc ha rd is Mrs . Cope 's alter ego . Anothe r such image 

is observed by the child whe n she looks down ov er the ban -

ister : " Mrs. Cope ' s and Mrs . Pritchard's l eg s were fac ing 

e ac h other in the back hall. ,,l And later when the boys 

rnn 3w a y t o explore th e farm th e child notices that "the 

two wom e n sat wi th th e black su i tcase between them" (p. 1 83). 

Fin ally, the r e lationship between the two characters is 

i n es cap a b 1 y c 1 ear wh e n Mrs . Cope says to the chi 1 d , "Why 

do y o n h a ve to lo ok like an idiot? . I look at you and 

I want t o cry : Sometimes you l ook l ike you might belong to 

Mrs. Pri t chard!" (p . 190) . Since ~1 rs . Cope and Mrs . 

Pri Lchard are two exp r essio ns of th e same person , the 

c hild bel ongs as much t o one a s to the other . 

As the story progresses th e g r ee n h ats a r e always 

tog e ther with Mrs . Pritchard finding pleasure in morb idity 

lfl a nnery O ' Connor, The Complet_e __ _;ii_.9_ri e s_ (New Yor k : 
F a r r a r , S t r a u s a n d G i r o u x , 1 9 7 1 ) , p • Hi l • 1H 1 s n b s e q u e n t 
par e nth et ic p a g e numb e rs are to this edit ion . 
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and ev il and Mrs. Cope always trying to change the subject 

to someth ing cheerful. In fact, Mrs. Cope p rides herself 

in bei ng able to "cope" and repeats a ga in and again how 

th an k f u 1 she i s , w h i 1 e Mrs . Pr i t ch a rd ' s r ef r a in i s ''Like I 

tol jer, there ain't a thing you can do abo ut it" (p. 188). 

But Mrs . Cope 's pra yer s of thanksgiving echo the empty 

hypoc risy of t he Pharisee who went up t o the temple to 

thank God that he wa s not like ot her men , and t h ey leave 

he r bu rd ene d still an d afraid: " •.• whe n the seasons 

change d she seemed almost frightened at her good fortune 

in escap ing whateve r it was tllat purs ued her " (p. 190). 

He r at titude cunt r a 3ts sharp l y wi t h t.~c t o f t h e Grandmo t he r 

in Kathe rine An ne Porter's s t o ry "The .Jour ney ." Sh e , too, 

sits with Na nnie at the e nd of e a ch s ea so n an d reviews with 

her th e e vent s of t h ei r ming l ed lives, bu t a lw ay s with an 

attitude of acc e ptanc e . Religion is fo r her a dogma which 

explai ns the source o f life and o u tli nes its duties, but 

it holds no threat s. Miss O'Conn or's char acte rs all feel 

"pu rsued ," and Mrs. Cope in middle life is still success

fu ll y e sca ping, season after season, t he rag ged figure who 

move s from tr ee to tre e in th e back of Haze l Mot e s' mind 

and to whom h e finally su r r e nd e rs in h is bi zarre way. Of 

co urs e , since the child is the " eye " observi ng ev ents and 

sinc e the l a st paragraph indicates t ha t i t is her story 
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w h i ch h a s been to 1 d , Mr s . Cope and Mr s . P r i t ch a rd may b·e 

interpreted as her psychic projections repr e senting the 

force s which resist the prophets of God who pursue. Cer-

ta inly her movement from room to room in the house, her 

sinking into the de e p rec es s es of the car seat, and her 

journey int o the woods suggest that the str ug gle i s hers 

and that it i s an internal one. 

The first suggestion of violence appears in the 

fourth paragraph: "[Mrs. Cope] worked at the weeds and 

nut gra ss as if they were an evil sent directly by the 

dev il t o destroy the place" (p. 175) . Almost simultaneously 

with this observation, the child lifts h e r eyes to see the 

boys descending from the truck . Mrs . Cope's attitude 

t o wa r d them is hardly distinguishable from her attitude 

toward nut grass, an d she works feverishly to rid herself 

of both. But from the beginning th e boys refuse to accept 

Mrs . Cope as the rightful ''owner'' of the farm. The big 

boy tel ls her, " We ain 't bothering nothing of yours" 

(p. 185), and they wait for her to leave, but she argue s, 

"Aft e r all, this is my place" (p . 186) . Then the boys 

w a 1 k away , '' 1 ea vi n g h e r there w i th a shocked 1 o o k a s i f 

she had had a s ea rchlig h t thrown on her i n the middle of 

th e nigh t " ( p • 1 86 ) . In . truth, t bat is pr ec isely what has 

happened . In her pray er s she has thanked God that she i s 
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no t Neg r o or Eu ropean, that she has never bee n in an iron 

lu ng or lived in a "d eve lopment;" in short, when she 

de cla re s "This is my place" sh e implies not only he r posi

tion of ownersh ip but also he r po~i tio n cf superiority to 

other be ings. When redeeming truth is presented t hrough 

t he evil i n struments "s e nt directly by the devil to destroy 

the place ,'' he r r e j E: ction of it is followed by increa sed 

violence which v ivifies the child's opportunity to accept 

grace at th e end of the stor y . 

When Mrs. Cope accuses the child of looking like 

she might be long to Mrs . Pritchard th e child r e sponds, 

"'Le ave me be . Just l e a ve me be. I ain't yo u,' and she 

we nt off to the woods as i f s he were stalking out an 

enemy , her h ea d thru st for ward and ea ch hand gripped on a 

gun " ( pp • 1 9 0- 191 ) . It is int ere s ti ng to contr a st the 

chi l d 's ex pe rienc e her e with ~1iranda' s experience of lost 

innocence whe n s he takes a r ea l gun into the woods. The 

child ' s toy guns sugge st that the ene my sh e stalks is 

ps ych olog i c al, and so the outco me of the two experiences 

is vastly d iff e rent. In the woods the child thrashes 

around angr ily thr eate ning personifie rl tr ees and bushes, 

and fina lly si ts d own on a stump g r inj i ng her hee ls into 

the ground . Since she has spoke n vi olen tly bef o1·e of what 

she would do to the boy s if sh e cou l d catch th em , her 
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a n g e r s e e m s t o b e a g a i n s t t h e m , b u t t ;1 ;. s i s n o t a t a 1 1 

cer t a in. She abhors her mother's hypocrisy and has just 

exper i en c e d another of h e r h umiliating insults. It is 

mbre tha n possible t ha t her vengeance is direct e d against 

he r mo the r. Ne verth e less, in this mood she comes upon the 

boys wa s h i ng and ca v orting i n th e cow trough and continues 

to watch t he m un til the y s e t fir e to the woods. Then: 

" She turn e d and tri e d t o r un across the field but her 

l e g s we re too h e av y and she stood there, weighed down 

with s om e ne w unplaced misery that she had never felt 

bef or e" (p. 19 3). M r s • P r i t c h a rd l1 a s j u s t b e e n i n t o t e 1 1 

~1 rs . Cope , ' ' I got th e mi s er y i n rn y fa c e tod a y' ' ( p . 1 91 ) 

iv h e n t h e c h i 1 d r u n s o u t o f t h e w o o d s s c r e a m i n g a b o u t t h e 

fire . The f ull imp a ct of th e e x p e ri e nc e strikes her as 

she wat ch e s her mo t he r's face: 

Th e chil d came t o a stop besid e h e r mother 
and s t ared up at h e r f ac e as if sh e l1 ad never 
s een it be fore . I t wa s th e fa c e of t he new 
mis e r y sh e f e l t , bu t on h e r moth e r it Jo oked 
old and i t lo ok ed a s if it mi ght ha v e b e lon g ed 
to anyb ody , a Ne gro or a Eu rop e an o~ to a 
P owe ll hims e lf. The c hild tur ned her head 
quickly , a nd pa st the Neg roe s ' am bl in g figures 
she co ul d se e the column of s mok e rising a nd 
wi de ni ng unc hec k e~ i n side t he g r anit e line of 
t r es . She st o od tau t , lis te ning, and could 
just catc h i n the dis t an c e a f ew wild high . 
shr i eks o f jo y as i f t h e prop h ets we r e dancing 
in t he f i e ry fur na ce, in t he circle the angel had 
c l e3red for t h e m. (p. 193) 
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The child sees her mother as one with all those she has 

contemned and as no more redeemed than they. Her mothe r 

has again escaped "whatever it was that pursued her ." For 

a moment the child senses in herself the same misery, but 

there is one difference. Fq.r an instant sh e se es the boys 

not as the instrum en ts of Satan to d2 st r 0y, but as the 

prophets of God sent to j l J. 11mine. The fir e, mentioned so 

often during the story and seen by Mr s. Cope as de st ructive, 

has done its purifying work , and in her recognition o f it 

the child accepts the my st e ry of life which her mothe r has 

rejected and move s to a new plateau of spiritual expe ri

ence . 

" .L\ Tern p 1 e of the Ho 1 y Ghost,. i s al so the story of 

a twelve-year-old girl who audits the expe riences of other s 

and makes th em her own. Her mother invites two fourteen -

year -old cousins from the nearby convent to spend a weeken d, 

but when they arriv e the problem of providing e ntertainment 

for two boy-cra z y teenagers looms large . The child suggests 

inviting two country boys planning to be Chu rch of God 

preachers t o squire the girls around, and her mother ac

cepts thi s id ea a s "saf e. " The boys take th e girls t o the 

fair whe re they see~ f~E&k in a side show, half ma n and 

half woman . Afte r the girls ate r_ tur ned to the convent, 

the child lear~s from Alon zo Mye rs, the c~b driver , that 
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some preachers inspected the fair and then had the police 

to shut it down. 

Early in the visit of the girls, they informed the 

child's mother, when she asked why they jokingl y ca lled 

each other Temple One and Temple Two, thot Sister Perpetua 

had instructed them to resist ungentlema n ly ~onduct with 

the command, "Stop sir~ I am a Temple of the Ho ly Ghost!" 

(p. 238). Though the girls gigg le hysterically at the 

thought , the child does not find it funny . "I am a Temple 

of the Holy Ghost, she said to herself, and was pleased 

with the phrase. It ma de her feel as if somebod y had 

given her a pres e nt '' ( p. 2 3 8) • The thoug ht persists 

inescapably; she reminds herself that Miss Ki rb y , their 

sad old school-teacher boarde r, is also a Temple of the 

Holy Ghost, and her attitudes toward life begin to change. 

In her childish half-comic way she reviews all the wild 

ambit ions of her life, concluding that what sh e r e ally 

ought to b e is a saint, but knowing that her sins are too 

great. She hears about the freak and lat e r during bene -

diction his image is mixed with the id ea of the body as 

the temple of the Holy Ghost: 

... when the priest raised the m0 ~strance with 
the Bost sh in in g ivory-co 1 ore d in t ii e c e nt e r of 
it, she was thinking of the t en r at the fair 
t h a t h a d t h e f r e a k i n i t . Th <_: f ·c e c1 k w a s s a y 1 n g 'j 
·' I d o n ' t d i s p u t e h it . Th i s i s t l1 e w ~ y 1-J 1:! w a n t e ci 
me to be." (p. 248) 
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Now the elements of her epipha ny are complete. Whe n at 

last s he se es the setting sun as "an elevated Ho st drenched 

in blood" (p . 248) sh e glimpses the di v ine power inter

ven i ng to transform spiri tua l deformity into a spiritual 

ab od e . 

Mo st of the element s of these i n i t iation stories ' 

are in s h arp contrast wit h those of the three previous 

writers, though the So uther n asp ects ar c just a s realistic. 

Miss O'Connor's charact er s are a l way s poor whites who 

s trugg l e to ho l d th e ir own against poorer wh ites. Con

siste ncy with h er artistic purposes r equ ir es this, of 

course, for sh e me ans her characters to be int e rpr ete d 

as exaggerated objectificat ions of individual spiritual 

ne e ds. This is the r ea son the South serves her Catholic 

mind . so we ll. Th e Southern hi stor y of s lave r y , d e feat, 

rural poverty, mil l-d is tr i ct i g nora n ce, r e ligious perv e r

si o n , depressio n, backwardne ss, isola tion, heat, and 

disease ha s produc e d more physical r ep r esent ations of the 

deformed a nd vulgarized soul than any ot he r s e c t ion of the 

c ou ntry . In "A Circle of Fire" memb er s of the tenant-

farm e r class ser ve as relig ious s ymbol s, but they accur

ate l y r e flect a large s eg ment o f the po pulation of the 

rura l So u th . Powe ll is a pictur e of the emp ti nes s of 

th ose wh o suffer f rom ann u a l uprootin g . It is si gnificant 
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that to Mr s. Cope the boys always look hungry but never 

accept her offer of food; th ei r hunger is of the spirit. 

Both the boy s and Mrs. Pritchard, another tenant , are 

eager to see Mr s. Cope robbed of what sh e con siders right

fully hers. Having nothing of their own and se e ing no 

prospect for acquisition of material goo ds, t h ey take 

pleasure in se e ing other s reduced to simil ar circumstances. 

In " A Te mple of the Holy Ghost, " the typical South e rn 

symbols of displacement are the fair people whose vulgar 

means of livelihood is repugnant to the more r e spectable 

members of the commurity. Fro ~ the se two groups r epresen t-

ing the lowes t social or rl ers of the South, Flannery 

O'Connor draws l1er s ymb~~ s f or tl P reader 's spiritual 

degener3cy. 

The family in lv1 iss C ' Cunnor 's fiction is rarely 

whole and ra r ely feels any sense of unity. More often than 

not it resemb l es a pen o f starving animals, each s ee ing the 

other as a threat to existence . Muc h of the violen6e and 

hatred of h e r world, in fact, is among members of the same 

famil y . The contr a s t of this condition of lif e with that 

experienced by Miranda and Dab ney is somewhat appalling . 

Family lif e for Mick and Fran k ie lies som ewhere betwee n the 

two, suggesting that family values are largely determined by 

economy and s ocial class. When Neg roes appea r in O'Connor 
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stories they are ster eotypes or stage props and are rarely, 

if ever, developed . 

Religiou s s ymbolism , then, is the fictional pur

pose which the South serves for Flannery O'Connor, and 

each of the girls in the two stories considered here finds 

he r rit e de · passage in a spirit u a 1 epiphany . '' A Cir c 1 e in 

the Fire " is the more typical of the two, for spiritual 

truth for this wr i ter most often comes clothed in violence. 



CONCLUSION 

In response to a question by newsmen as t o why 

there were so many good Southern writers during the period 

known as the Southern Literary Renaissance , Wa l ker Pe rcy 

answered, "Beca use we lost t he War." He meant, as Flannery 

O'Connor put it, that the South had had her Fall, ha d lost 

h e r first state of innocen ce , and had gained the "inburnt 

knowledge of human limitations and a sense of mystery." 1 

But the question logically fol lo ws : if the South's defeat 

in the Civil Wa r produced the lit erary ren a issance , why was 

i t r:1 ore t l1 an l1 a 1 f a c e ntury i n appearing? I n the answer t o 

that qu e s t ion lie s , al so, the r eason that the South pro

duc e d so few first-rat e writers before the War : the 

defense and ma i n ten an c e of a way of 1 i 1 e w h i c ]·, t !1 e rest 

o f th e civi lized wor ld found repugnan ~ so t o1 2 l!y consumed 

intell e ctual and physical enerJies that the So u thern c l i-

mat e could ne ith e r ev inc e nor susta !n the ar tis t ~G vi~ion . 

Wh e n the war abrupt l y e nd e d the unique culture in which 

Southern e rs were almost mystically involv e d, the pain of 

defeat was keenly personal and temporarily precluded the 

detachment netessary to artistic perspective. It took many 

lo'Connor, Mvst e rv and Manners , p. 59 . 
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years for the combined consequences of that defeat plus the 

catalyst of time to arouse the South's collective artistic 

conscious ness and carefully sc hool it in an intellectual 

an d social climate r ep lete with tangible evidence s of its 

lost innoce nc e and concrete expre ssi on s of its new k nowledge. 

By this time, too , the Nort h, disillusioned by the failures 

of the industrial revo lu t io n , and the wo rl d at large , suf

fering from the aftermath of a devastat i ng world war , could 

identify, at least in part, with the defeated South and 

share in her tragic vision. 

to a literary renaissance. 

Bo t h conditio n s were e s se ntial 

Certainly the South's kno wledge throu gh ex pe rience 

did not come full blown in 1920. The revelation wa s prog-

ressive, and i ts characteristics can be tr ace d th rough the 

wr it ers who testify to it. The Fugitives subscr ibed t o the 

theories that man 's efforts to e s cape d ualism prod uced 

philosophical and metaphys i cal s yst e ms ½hich encomp assed 

th e observ a ble world and that the in d ividual mind wa s less 

important in th e production of lit erature t ha n was the 

culture. The four writers d is cus sed here ar e examples of 

th o s e w h o ct em on s t rate the t rut h of th i s p h i l o sop h y . When 

Katherine Anne Port er and Eudora We l ty wrote in the 20's 

and 30's, because they were much closer in time to the old 

o rder than th e second generation of write rs, thei r ficti on 



- 134 -

wa s marked by a slightly nostalgic v ie w of th e tragic and 

dy in g arist ocratic hierarchy which had characterized the 

Old South. This quality is more ev id ent in the fiction of 

Katherine Anne Porter than in that of Eudora Welty who came 

a lon g twenty years later and wrote of the final disintegra 

tio n of the plant e r class and the last vest iges of an 

archa ic social structure barely visible in small Southern 

towns. The disappearance of the n ostalgic yearning for 

past glories from lat e r fiction, including that of Carson 

McCullers and Flannery O 'C onnor , caused Richard Meeke r to 

assert : II the tragic vision has been r ep laced by a 

g uil t co mple x "1 Ca rson ~cCullers and Flannery 

O'Connor both wrote about th e poor whit e s by whom they 

wer e s urro und e d in th e ir sm al l, Southern hometowns . By 

th e time these wr it ers r e ached maturity the plantation sys

tem wa s no more, and th e South had r ea ch e d that cond iti on 

whi c h caused it to be label e d the "Nat ion's Economic Prob

le m Nu mb e r One."2 

Though the lives of the f our writers included here 

span the period from 1890 to the present, several other 

int e r e sting points of comparison and contrast further il-

' lustrate the varying influences of the South upon them. 

1 Simonini, p. viii. 

2octum, p. 18. 
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The two first-generation writers have enjoyed relatively 

good health and still enjoy active lives, wh ile the two 

younger writers, both of Georgia, were victims of crippling 

diseases in early adulthood from which they suffered in

tensely and from which they died at fifty and thirty-nine 

years respectively. Katherine Anne Porter and Carson 

McC ullers experienced unhappy marriages; a nd both left the 

South because they felt it threat e ned and stifled their 

creativity . On the other hand, Eudora Welty and Flannery 

O 'Connor never married, and each lived and worked in the 

town in wh ich she wa s reared , finding the So uthern atmo-

sphere highly compa t ib le with her artistic e fforts. Eudora 

Welty , Carson McCullers, and Flannery O'Connor m8rle much 

us e of grotesques in their writ i ng s, h~t e ~~ h cla imed to 

hav e draw n her characters directly fro m th P Sou t hern scene 

and each emp loyed them for the purpose of vividly demon-

str at in g psychological or moral truth. Kathe rine Anne 

Porter s et s all except the last of her Sou the rn stories 

in the rural South , wh ile Eudora Welty divi de s her s between 

the rural scene and the small country town. Carson 

McCullers pictures a successive phase of regiona l develop

me n t , t he small industrial town in the throes of social 

change; and Flannery O'Connor returns the r e ader often to 

a rural scene in which the aristocratic landowners of 
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Katherin e Anne Porter's fiction have been r ep laced with a 

barely literate farmer class struggling to hold its own 

against an on-slaught of illiterate t e nants. 

But in the fiction of each writer, the conditions 

of life which de st r oyed the in n ocence of the South and 

brought it to a sta te of knowledge are the same conditions 

which comb in e to destroy ·the innocence of their adolescent 

girls: for ~1iranda it is a false view of life which makes 

manners more important than morals and a smug paternalism 

nobler than in d ividual freedom; for Dabney and Virgie it 

is a r e sistance t o change which r eta:rds soci:;i l progr e ss 

and bin ds t h e m and their f e l lows in the ;igirt bonds of 

social class ; for Mi ck it is the force of the depression 

which c ompound s the s ocial evils of a careless pas t ; and 

for th e ch ild in each of Mi ss O'Connor's stories it is the 

perc e p t ion of spiritual trut h made manif e st in the e ve ry-

day . Each experie nc e of knowledge reflects th e unique 

art is tic vision of a wr it er nurtur e d in t h e paradoxical 

Southern world to which it attests. 
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