
 
 
 
 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

Art and Artistry in Katherine Anne Porter:  
Iconographic Figures and Festive Patterns 

 
Karen Svendsen Werner Ph. D. 

Mentor: Joe B. Fulton, Ph.D., Chairperson 

  
Exploring how art influences the works of Katherine Anne Porter (1890-1980), 

this study examines the way Porter’s fictional narrative patterns adapt and arrange images 

from paintings, folk art, and prints.  In her structural response to artistic issues prevalent 

during the Modernist Period, Porter runs her literary versions of iconographic figures 

through festive patterns to depict the changes individuals experience when significant 

cultural shifts envelop them.  Besides employing grotesque images to portray suffering, 

Porter evokes the life-death-rebirth cycle of festive patterns, also called folk carnival 

humor by Mikhail Bakhtin, to convey hope for people and the continuation of their 

culture during times of turmoil.  Medieval, renaissance, and modernist artwork provides 

Porter with images and structural approaches.  Reflecting the traits of typology and the 

subjects of medieval iconography, Porter’s characters function by fulfilling past figures 

such as Eve and by anticipating literary figures in the future.  As part of the development 

of her literary figures in Noon Wine, Porter blends influences from the Agrarians with her 

appreciation of renaissance artist Pieter Bruegel to emphasize the relationship between 



her characters and the landscape.  Porter’s associations with modernist Mexican artists 

and her knowledge of the successors to Hans Holbein’s Dance of Death shape her 

interpretation of the arts and her portrayal of death in stories such as “María 

Concepción.”  Through Mexican anthropologist Manuel Gamio, Porter develops an 

understanding of Franz Boas’s theories, which contribute to her sense of folk culture, 

foster within her a sense of the chronological connectedness of time, and lead her to treat 

artwork as archeological artifacts.  These multi-layered dimensions of Porter’s images 

also reflect her interest in the allusive modernist paintings of Henri Matisse and the 

literary theory of T.S. Eliot.  Her engagement with modernist debates over the merits of 

the city appears in “The Cracked Looking-Glass,” a story positing Porter’s agrarian 

challenge to James Joyce’s urban-centered approach to art and writing.  
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PREFACE 

 The central problem guiding my research revolves around the question, “How 

does art influence Katherine Anne Porter’s literary structure?”  This investigation arose 

after noting her frequent references to herself and writers in general as artists and after 

coming across her large collection of art books and artwork.  Porter’s library contains 

such diverse works as Les Très Riches Heures de Duc de Berry, Pieter Bruegel’s painting 

The Harvest, Posada’s Popular Mexican Prints, and a pictorial biography titled Henri 

Matisse (KAPP).1  In a subsequent set of questions, does the influence of art upon her 

structure have any relationship to critics’ evaluation of Porter as “a writer’s writer,” to 

her reputation for “‘beautifully molded’” prose, and to her status as one of the premier 

short story writers from the United States?2  At the same time, how does the beauty in the 

arrangement of images in her stories reconcile with a content that many critics have 

alternately associated with rejection, nihilism, or even misanthropy?  The diverse 

reactions to her stories suggested that Porter’s efforts to shape her structure could benefit 

from an extensive analysis of her art-based images.  

 Porter’s multi-disciplinary approach to the images in her stories and her own 

experience with art and artists determined the direction of this study.  Tracing the path of 

Porter’s travels reveals similarities between the handling of artwork images in the 

paintings she viewed and the depiction of her characters.  Her protagonists frequently 

function as iconographic figures linked to the landscape and propelled through festive 

patterns in the narrative.  Porter’s early exposure to artistic and literary devices as a 

young reader and theater critic were further developed by the Mexican artistic movement 
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of the early twentieth century and the viewpoint of Franz Boas’s contemporary 

anthropology, mediated to Porter through the perspective of Mexican anthropologist 

Manuel Gamio.  The Southern Agrarians and Porter’s visits to art exhibitions in Northern 

Europe added to her delight in the land and her appreciation of visual details in landscape 

paintings.  To clarify the use of such terms as “folk” and “culture,” given Porter’s 

experiences, the earliest chapters in this study devote lengthy sections to setting up 

contexts and providing definitions.  The attempted aim of this study is to reveal some 

aspects of how Porter uses images from art to mold a literary structure that has captivated 

writers and readers alike. 
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Notes 

1. See Jacobus. 

2. See Hartley, “Lady” 161 and Johnson 83-84. 

 



xiv 
 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
 
 

 I would like to thank the members of my dissertation committee for their input in 

my analysis of the structure and art-influenced images in Katherine Anne Porter’s fiction.  

Helping me to develop valid approaches to Porter’s stories are Dr. Heidi Hornik from the 

Department of Art and Dr. Sarah Ford, Dr. Richard Russell, and Dr. Phillip Donnelly 

from the Department of English.  My dissertation chairperson, Dr. Joe Fulton, has been 

supportive and patient as I worked through each chapter and followed the trail of Porter’s 

experiences to place her literary structure in an accurate context.  The Baylor University 

faculty allowed me to explore the interdisciplinary avenues necessary for an adequate 

investigation of Porter’s works.  At the University of Maryland, former Curator of 

Literary Manuscripts Ruth Alvarez provided invaluable assistance in granting me access 

to relevant materials from the Katherine Anne Porter Papers.  Grateful for the 

encouragement of my family and friends, I most especially appreciate the support of my 

husband, John Werner.



1 
 

 
 

CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 
  Whether Miranda finds a corpse in the mirror of Pale Horse, Pale Rider or 

Rosaleen sees a monster in “The Cracked Looking-Glass” (CS 316; 133), Katherine Anne 

Porter’s characters bear descriptions that lead the readers to think visually.  In her search 

for devices to shape the structure of her fiction, Porter delved beyond literary sources to 

present images common to paintings and the visual arts.1  As she traveled, Porter gleaned 

visual depictions of festival celebrations from folk art in Mexico, iconographic figures in 

late medieval Flemish paintings from Europe, and images within experimental twentieth-

century artwork from countries on both sides of the Atlantic.  Although a few studies 

have examined the influence of artwork on her stories, no work has focused on Porter’s 

use of iconographic figures or has examined how they operate in conjunction with what 

C.L. Barber designates festive patterns in William Shakespearea’s drama and Mikhail 

Bakhtin calls folk carnival humor.  This analysis of Porter’s structure in representative 

short stories examines the transformation her central characters undergo in their role as 

iconographic figures propelled through the structure of festive patterns.  Additionally, 

historical critical methods complement an analysis of Porter’s narrative patterns because 

her characters operate in what she calls “a whole society when the world was heaving in 

the sickness of a millennial change,” phrasing that reveals Porter’s fascination with 

cultural anthropology, contemporary anthropology, and historical change.2  Contrary to 

critics who claim her images convey rejection, Porter’s literary figures battered by the 
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operations of folk carnival humor inherently express hope for the future and the culture of 

people experiencing the turbulent years of the early twentieth century.  

 

 

Fig. 1.  Annunciation Catholic Church. 2011. 
Personal photograph. Annunciation Catholic 
Church. Houston.   

 

 

 

 
Fig. 2.  Statue of Mary as Queen of Heaven Carrying the 
Infant Jesus. 2011. Personal Photograph. Annunciation 
Catholic Church. Houston.   
 

Starting with her early days in Texas, Porter had many opportunities to observe 

how iconography functions.  Given the name Callie Russell Porter (Unrue 7), Porter was 

reared as a Protestant by her grandmother, who was a Presbyterian that allowed her 

grandchildren to attend a Methodist church close to home in Kyle, Texas (Unrue 19).  

Porter married Roman Catholic John Koontz on June 20, 1906 (Unrue 40).  At 1618 

Texas Avenue in Houston (fig. 1) where Porter converted to Catholicism in the spring of 

1910, Annunciation Catholic Church contained iconographic reliefs of the Stations of the 

Cross, a ceiling fresco of the New Testament’s Transfiguration, and statues of Saint 

Joseph, Mary Queen of Heaven with the Infant Jesus (fig.2), the Sacred Heart of Jesus, 
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and Saint Anthony (Golasinski).  Church records indicate Porter was baptized Catherine 

Koontz and took the confirmation name Veronica (KAPP).  Because Porter occasionally 

changed her name during the early stages of her life before she settled upon Katherine  

 

 

Fig. 3.  Sixth Station of the Cross: Veronica Wipes the Face of Jesus. 2011. Personal Photograph. 
Annunciation Catholic Church. Houston.  
 

Anne Porter, the church records may not give the entire story.  Biographer Darlene Unrue 

states Porter took the baptismal name “Maria,” and biographer Janis Stout says Porter 

would eventually declare her full name was Katherine Anne Maria Veronica Callista 

Russell Porter (Unrue 45; Stout, Katherine 7).  Both the names Veronica and Maria bear 

their iconographic equivalents in the church’s artwork. Veronica appears in the Sixth 

Station of the Cross where she wipes the face of Jesus on his way to Calvary (fig. 3).  

Maria, referring to the mother of Jesus as the Spanish or Latin version of Mary, can be 

found in a statue of her as Queen of Heaven Carrying the Infant Jesus (fig. 2). During her 

four visits to Mexico between 1920 to 1931, even when she maintained close contact 
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with Mexican revolutionaries and expressed her most adamant anti-Catholic sentiments 

in essays such as “The Mexican Trinity,” Porter continued to visit Mexican Catholic 

Churches to view local religious iconography.3  She wrote about her experience at the 

Basílica de Santa María Guadalupe housing Juan Diego’s tilma with an imprint of 

Mexico’s most famous iconography—the image of Our Lady of Guadalupe, also known 

as the Virgin of Guadalupe.4  Porter also witnessed religious iconography at the religious 

fiestas in Mexican towns.5  

At the time of her last years in Mexico and her later residence in European cities 

from 1931 to 1936 when she wrote many of her short stories, Porter’s references to artists 

known for their iconographic images only increased.  Significantly, Porter helped to 

rewrite a translation of the imaginative biography of Pieter Bruegel the Elder titled Droll 

Peter, published in 1930.   To name only a few of its allusions to iconographic images, 

Droll Peter refers to “Madonna on the mantelpiece” (Timmermans 61), “St. Anthony in 

all his glory” (Timmermans 112), and “‘Bearing the Cross’” (Timmermans 308).  

Porter’s letters reveal her knowledge of artists drawing or painting iconographic images.   

On her final sea voyage from Mexico, Porter writes using artistic terminology to call the 

passengers “figures of men and women who look like something by Albrecht Dürer” (L 

60).  Living in Europe during the 1930s, Porter extols art exhibits featuring the fifteenth- 

and sixteenth-century Flemish artists, comments on Hans Holbein’s artwork, and writes 

that she frequently visits the Paris’s National Museum of the Middle Ages.6  At the time 

of her death, Porter’s personal library contained more than twenty art books dedicated 

solely to art from the Medieval Period and Renaissance Period.   Most notably, her 

collection housed with the Katherine Anne Porter papers in the Special Collections at the 
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University of Maryland Libraries includes three different Books of Hours with 

iconographic illuminations: The Hours of Etienne Chevalier, The Hours of Catherine of 

Cleves, and two copies of Les Très Riches Heures de Duc de Berry.  Late Medieval and 

Renaissance Period artists fascinating Porter include Heironymus Bosch, Bruegel, Dürer, 

and Hans Holbein the Younger.    

A few critics have identified carnival-type literary images in Porter’s works, but 

they have not brought to light the pervasiveness of festive patterns working in tandem 

with Porter’s literary iconographic figures to indicate characters experiencing internal 

revelations or death.  Stout employs Bakhtin’s analysis of the “folk spectacle” to compare 

the use of “grotesque realism” in Porter’s “The Circus” with similar devices in 

Huckleberry Finn (114-15).  Tammy Horn identifies the Mardi Gras carnival outfits worn 

by one of the characters attempting to instigate change in “The Old Order” (28).  

Although they do not recognize the folk carnival components of their topics, Rita Ferrari 

finds masking elements and Sarah Youngblood discusses character duality, respectively, 

in Pale Horse, Pale Rider.  However unrecognized they may be, literary festive images 

operating upon literary iconographic figures are common occurrences in Porter’s fiction.  

Just like their counterparts in the visual arts, Porter’s literary iconographic figures carry 

only a few descriptors called motifs, maintain ties with stories or allegories, and operate 

typologically by comparing the stories of at least two figures separated by time with one 

prefiguring the other.  A more detailed explanation of iconographic figures appears in the 

next chapter.  To distinguish an iconographic figure appearing in Porter’s fiction from an 

iconographic figure appearing in artwork, a term such as “literary” appears beside phrase 

“iconographic figure” or the iconographic function of the literary figure receives notice.  
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The terms “artwork” and “literary” designate the use of images and motifs as well.  For 

the purpose of this study, this analysis of Porter’s structure refers to her arrangement of 

literary images, which in many ways is analogous to the ordering of artwork images 

within a painting.  This examination of Porter’s fiction uses the expressions “structure,” 

“narrative pattern,” and “arrangement of literary images” interchangeably.  

 
Porter as Modernist Manipulator of Literary Images 

 
  Porter’s initial attention to artwork’s iconographic figures occurs during the 

height of the Modernist Period.  This era known for its enthusiasm over innovations in 

artistic structures and stylistic devices provides the background timeframe for the 

publication of Porter’s first critically acclaimed short story, “María Concepción.”  The 

work originally appeared in The Century Illustrated Monthly Magazine in December of 

1922.  By “Modernist Period,” this study refers to the time period from about 1900 to 

1940 when writers and artists experimented with inventive conventions and wrestled with 

the political turmoil and societal fragmentation during the years surrounding World War I 

and World War II.  These were the years when Porter completed most of her fiction.  

Although the Modernist Period has sometimes been confined to the World War I years, 

the emphasis on a close reading of narrative structure, rhetorical devices, and literary 

style for a number of subsequent years justifies the extension of this time period.  

Examples of innovations during the Modernist Period include Matisse’s work with color 

in his Fauve paintings and Ezra Pound’s work with literary images in poems such as his 

“In a Station of the Metro.”7  Weldon Thornton suitably warns that limiting an 

understanding of “modern” to a chronological time period can unduly minimize the 

“cultural and artistic attitudes” arising during this literary time period (Antimodernism 9).  
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Nonetheless, a chronological consideration is helpful for this study of Porter’s narrative 

structure due to her strong historical content.     

For the purpose of this study, literary modernism springs out of the Modernist 

Period and advocates innovations in structure and style to address shifting and 

increasingly fragmented understandings of the individual, the individual’s group, and the 

broader world.  A movement with strong interdisciplinary connections to art, music, and 

philosophy, modernism addresses, among other issues, the highly debated topics of 

fragmentation and urbanization crucial to Porter.  The attitudes toward the central issue of 

fragmentation during the Modernist Period vary along a continuum.  On one end of the 

spectrum are the positive expectations of those who view discontinuity as artistic 

progress and a step toward hoped for freedom from political oppression.  On the other 

end are those concerned that fragmentation signifies a loss of literary meaning and the 

possibility of political turmoil coupled with potential death.  Porter fits neatly within the 

Modernist Period for the dates of her stories’ publications and within the movement of 

modernism for her proclamations advocating the role of literature to address the 

disintegration she combats (Introduction).  Porter’s arrangement of literary images 

constitutes an essential tool in her strategy for exploring the kinds of changes and 

instability individuals frequently experienced during the tumultuous years of the early 

twentieth century.  

 Porter’s interest in literary structure matches her adulating attention to the work 

and person of T.S. Eliot, whom she claimed benefitted from a “long experience of living, 

thinking and feeling about art, about human beings” and whom she called one of the 

“very few real geniuses” she had seen (CE 293).  One of the most influential poets and 
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critics of the twentieth century, Eliot is a key to understanding Porter’s emphasis on 

structure and to recognizing Porter as a writer who arranges literary images to draw from 

the past and convey significance.  Comments in her letters and essays indicate that she 

took seriously his “Ulysses, Order, and Myth,” a review of James Joyce’s novel that 

urges writers to use and arrange literary elements, such as myth, as a means of “making 

the modern world possible for art” and as “a way of controlling, of ordering, of giving 

shape and a significance to the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is 

contemporary history” (Selected 178; 177).  Although distinctions exist between Porter 

and Eliot’s understand of art and culture, Eliot’s exhortation to order literary elements 

within a narrative to present meaning in the midst of chaos bears similarities to Porter’s 

own call on exiled writers during World War II “to clarify the issues, maintain at least 

internal order, understand themselves and help others to understand the nature of what is 

happening” (CE 459).  One of her more specific literary responses is to develop 

characters that function iconographically and place them through the workings of festive 

patterns. 

A close look at the allusive quality of Porter’s literary images provides evidence 

that Porter avoids a rigid break from the past.  Reflecting anthropologist Franz Boas’s 

viewpoint, Porter’s sense of history differs from Eliot’s perspective by emphasizing a 

chronological view of time to an even greater extent than Eliot who champions a 

“historical sense” that “involves a perception, of not only of the pastness of the past, but 

of its presence” or “of the timeless and of the temporal together” (Selected 38).  This 

study counters the position of many critics who during the past fifty years have portrayed 

Porter as a writer who champions a break from the past through her characters.  Lorraine 
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DiCicco provides an extended list of critics who describe Porter’s characters as resisting 

the past (80; 97), and in his analysis of Porter’s most famous character, George Cheatham 

asserts Miranda chooses “a complete rejection of the old order” and “of all ties 

completely” when she recognizes “that nothing inherited, nothing from outside her  

 

Fig. 4.  Henri Matisse. The Joy of Life. 1905-06. 
Oil on canvas.  Barnes Foundation, Merion. 
Bridgeman Art Library.  

 

Fig. 5.  Titian. Concert in the Open Air (Pastoral 
Symphony). 1510-1511. Oil on canvas. Musée du 
Louvre, Paris. ARTstor Slide Gallery.  
 

 
immediate, uninterpreted experience, can be true” (620).  By contrast, an examination of 

the essential allusive qualities of her literary iconographic figures and festive patterns 

places Porter in the company of modernists who “have an extremely respectful 

relationship to tradition” and who are characterized by an “innate conservatism, which 

only arrives at a technical breakthrough after an exploration of the past” (EM 25).   

The structure of Porter’s stories and Porter’s own comments demonstrate her 

awareness of developments in the visual arts and literature.  Author of Early Modernism: 

Literature, Music and Painting in Europe, 1900-1916, Christopher Butler identifies a 

number of qualities from modernist paintings also found in Porter’s works, including the 

use of experimental stylistic techniques linked to new ideas and Matisse’s “pleasure in 

design” (EM 16; 27).  An examination of Porter’s characters reveals her borrowing from  
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the traits of iconographic figures in the visual arts to fashion her own literary figures.  

The experimentations with artwork form conducted by such painters as Matisse and 

Picasso have some of their most famous literary counterparts in Joyce’s Ulysses, a work 

that Eliot praises for discarding the novel as “a form which will no longer serve” and that 

makes strides toward that “order” sought by people seeking new modes of expression 

(EM 176-78).  Porter’s own aim to construct a literary “order,” or structure, compatible 

with individuals experiencing cultural change appears in her arrangement of festive 

images, also known as folk carnival humor.  This study’s analysis of carnival images 

focuses on devices that fall under Bakhtin’s categories of marketplace, banquet, 

crowning-uncrowning, grotesque body, and mask.  Porter’s deep appreciation for 

Matisse, Eliot, and Joyce surfaces throughout this study.  A further explanation of 

Porter’s literary iconographic figures and festive patterns appears in Chapter Two 

Matisse’s efforts to allude to art history in his work align with Porter’s 

iconographical use of images to allude to past stories and past literary movements 

associated with them.  A book on Matisse in Porter’s library contains The Joy of Life (fig. 

4), which illustrates his ability to juxtapose innovations in technique and arrangement on 

the same canvas.8  In the 1905-1906 work Le Bonheur de vivre, sometimes translated The 

Joy of Life, “the materials all derive from, and compete with, earlier art.”  The circle of 

dancing figures in the center and the pair of lovers on the left in part allude to works by 

Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres fifty years earlier.  Several of the painting’s other 

sources named by art critics are “prehistoric cave paintings,” “scale discrepancies derived 

from oriental art,” Carraci’s amorous figures in the 1589 engraving Reciproco amore, and 

Titian’s piping figures in the 1510 work Concert in the Open Air (fig. 5).  The piping 
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woman lying in the lower center of Matisse’s painting resembles the sitting woman 

playing an instrument in the lower right of the Titian painting, and in both works a young 

man plays on a pipe near the center of the right edge (fig. 4 and fig. 5).  Butler explains, 

“This eclectic and achronological reworking of aspects of past tradition is central to the 

allusive aesthetic of many modernists works, which affirm their own contemporaneity by 

drawing attention to their transformation and juxtaposition of past styles” (EM 32-33).  

Similar to viewing Matisse’s Le Bonheur de vivre, Porter’s stories may be read as a 

reworking and repositioning of previous artwork and literary images to present her own 

contemporary statement.  To claim that she rejects history or the past is to profoundly 

misunderstand her fiction.  Understanding the significance behind the variations in her 

structure depends upon readers recognizing how her literary iconographic figures and 

festive patterns are similar to yet different from past artwork and literary images and 

structures.   

Porter’s appreciation for Matisse and awareness of Picasso surfaces in a 1965 

question and answer interview with Roy Newquist.  Referring to Picasso’s comments on 

Matisse, Porter asserts “when Matisse put three colors together, the viewer would see a 

fourth.”  Porter claims artists “hear the overtones that say something with layers and 

layers of meaning and shades of feeling and sound” and she values Matisse for exhorting 

“in effect, ‘You must be very careful to keep your colors on your palette separate and 

pure, put them side by side carefully . . . ’” (C 103).  Supporting this practice of layering, 

Porter’s literary iconographic images typologically connect a figure like Adam from her 

story Pale Horse, Pale Rider with the figure of Adam in the Book of Genesis.  In a 

variation of being “very careful to keep your colors on your palette separate and pure,” 
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Porter uses technically precise details for the settings surrounding her twentieth-century 

characters while at the same time alluding to particular past situations and characters 

from past eras.  Through specific yet brief language identifying her literary images, 

Porter maintains a separation among her allusions to provide her readers with additional 

“layers of meaning and shades of feeling and sound” (C 103).   

Related to experimentation and Porter’s attention to the few motifs identifying 

iconographic figures is the tendency of modernist paintings toward “geometrical 

simplification” in the work of artists like Picasso (EM 57-58).  Such simplification finds 

one of its literary equivalents in the use of caricature.  Unrue refers to Porter’s growing 

interest in caricature in the 1920s (95-96), and Joan Givner devotes an entire article 

discussing some of Porter’s characters exhibiting the traits of caricature.9  Among 

Mexican artists, Porter’s friend Covarrubias became famous for his caricatures in both 

the United States and Mexico during the 1920s, and Porter even offered to promote some 

of his work in New York (M 65).  Acknowledging the tendency toward incorporating a 

minimum amount of details in her own works (CE 449-50), Porter edited Adolfo Best-

Maugard’s A Method of Critical Design, a work that reduces artistic design to seven 

patterns, or motifs, based on his own study of pre-Columbian artwork (M 60).  Her 

inclusion of only select particulars in her stories is compatible with iconographic figures 

comprised of just a few motifs or pieces of imagery. 

Porter’s use of literary images differs from the treatment of images by Pound, 

who is more closely associated with an experimental approach to images than any other 

Modernist Period literary figure.  Porter admires Pound, but his use of images in what has 

been called imagism, vorticism, and paideuma varies from Porter’s approach in its 
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function and scope.  Porter’s structure does not meld past, present, and future to in effect 

“[transcend] time” as in Pound’s imagism.  Her emphasis on chronological time 

precludes Pound’s “conjunction of past and present” whereby “centuries melt away as 

reality becomes a fiction, and fiction a felt reality” (Korn 37).  In contrast with Porter’s 

simply naming cultural artifacts associated with a location to identify a character’s 

regional base, Pound’s vorticism combines a set of images to suggest traits that describe a 

broader civilization (Davenport 93).  If in paideuma Pound uses images to explore the 

values, structure, and development of a culture as it rises and falls (Davenport 15), Porter 

arranges literary images to chronicle an individual person caught in cultural shifts.  The 

manner Porter most closely resembles Pound is not directly related to images, but instead 

to a protagonist’s progress on life’s path, including the journey of “the artist in his work.”  

Like Porter’s characters encountering death, Pound’s protagonists face a figurative 

“descent to Hades” that tests their “mettle” through a “voyage of a contemplative mind 

back through an accumulation of experience” (Davenport 88; Davenport 90). 

Porter’s presentation of time distinguishes her from contemporary poets such as 

Pound and Eliot whom she admired.  Referring in part to the influence of Eliot, Stanley 

Fish asserts that New Criticism’s literary analysis in the twentieth century emphasizes 

image and myth to the detriment of character development within a narrative (48).  He 

concurs with critic Joseph Frank’s interpretation of the “mythical imagination” as seeing 

“the actions and events of a particular time merely as the bodying forth of eternal 

prototypes” which are “transmuting the time-world of history into the timeless world of 

myth.”10  Porter certainly alludes to myths and presents prototypical characters, but they 

are not eternal and they do not operate outside of time.  Functioning iconographically, 
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Porter’s figures function in the current historical narrative of the fictional story and 

recount figures operating in past historical narratives rooted in particular time periods.  

She follows a lead established by anthropologist Boas who valued the particularity of 

each culture encountered through the artifacts unearthed in the layered strata of 

archeological digs.  David Spurr asserts Eliot uses French ethnologist Lucien Lévy-

Bruhl’s accent on “immediate experience and ‘feeling’” to develop a “unified ground for 

human understanding” that applies to both “primitive” and contemporary people.  

Aspects of Lévy-Bruhl’s theory then became part of Eliot’s account of the poetic process 

appearing in the essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (270).  Porter’s stories 

demonstrate her appreciation for experience, universality, and culture, but aside from her 

experiments with primitivism in her earliest fiction, Porter’s works do not place a high 

value on trusting internal immediacy and feeling.   

It is not only through an analysis of structure and figures that parallels emerge 

between the experimentations of modernist paintings and Porter’s works but also in the 

cultural shifts addressed in Porter’s fiction.  Porter’s use of grotesque conventions from 

the folk carnival pattern convey the pain experienced by characters caught in the 

influenza epidemic of 1918 in Pale Horse, Pale Rider and the Mexican Revolution in 

“Flowering Judas” (CS 312; 91).  Settings of “contemporary chaos” and war frequent in 

Kandinsky, Rivera, and other painters from the Modernist Period commonly appear in 

Porter’s stories (EM 43).  Porter claims “all the conscious and recollected years of my life 

have been lived to this day under the heavy threat of world catastrophe” and that “most of 

the energies of my mind and spirit have been spent in the effort to grasp the meaning of 

those threats” (Introduction).  In some stories, the tumultuous events may be in the 
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background and never directly named.  The British oppression against the Irish and 

waves of European immigration to the United States is the background to Rosaleen’s 

New England appearance in “The Glass Looking-Glass.”  Mr. Thompson’s demise in 

Noon Wine presents one person’s experience at the end of westward expansion in North 

America during a time agrarian society also was fading in the United States and Europe.  

Porter occasionally uses her arrangement of literary images to highlight the stories of 

uprooted people “driven like sheep over one frontier after another,” and she exhorts other 

writers to do the same (CE 458-59). 

Providing insight into how narrative patterns functions in Porter’s fiction, the 

works of Hayden White, Reinhart Koselleck, and Mikhail Bakhtin combine historical and 

aesthetic considerations.  Porter’s metaphorical use of art images and her ironic 

juxtaposition of conflicting cultures lend themselves to an interpretation using White’s 

comparison of tropes to present different visions of history in narrative structures.11   

Porter’s arrangement of literary iconographic figures and folk carnival images that 

frequently appear as the subjects of artwork images in late medieval paintings serves as 

her use of structure to “overcome the condition of Irony into which historical 

consciousness was plunged at the end of the nineteenth century (433).12  Koselleck 

examines a separation emerging in the understanding of time and explains that in 

intellectual history a widening gap arose between the space of experience from the past 

and the horizon of expectation for the future in that “expectations diverge and remove 

themselves from all previous experience” (270).  Porter’s folk carnival humor using 

Bakhtin’s categories combats this radical division with a hopeful outlook that depicts 

protagonists facing profoundly altered futures buttressed by their experience and 



16 
 

connected to the past.  In her attitude, Porter’s adaptation of Rabelais’s utopian 

perspective is not the carefree joy of individuals unworried about death or fear.  Rather 

Porter’s perspective emerges as a hope for the future and culture of a people as well as an 

expectation of emerging opportunities for individuals in the face of loss. 

Following this introduction, Chapter Two identifies the basic components of 

iconographic figures undergoing change within the festive pattern in two of Porter’s short 

stories: “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” and Pale Horse, Pale Rider.  With an analysis 

of “Maria Concepción” as the prime example, Chapter Three delves into the impact of 

the Mexican visual arts and contemporary anthropology upon Porter’s literary images.  

After discussing Porter’s interaction with the Agrarians and appreciation of artist 

Bruegel, Chapter Four identifies the implications of her incorporation of land imagery 

into the folk carnival patterns found in Noon Wine.  Chapter Five evaluates the 

iconographic figure Rosaleen and the festive patterns from “The Cracked Looking-Glass” 

to determine Porter’s criticism of Joyce and her perspective on the development of 

writers as artists.  When referring to Porter’s stories, this study employs punctuation and 

italics in Porter’s fiction according to her preference for classifying her works as “short 

stories, long stories, short novels,” and “novels” (CS vi).  
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Notes 

1. See Porter, Introduction.  

2. See Porter, Introduction. 

3. See Porter, UE 98-106.  

4. For a closer look at Porter’s experience during her visit to the basilica, see CE 394-98. 

5. See UE 79. 

6. Porter’s enthusiasm for European art exhibits appears in the following letters: L 134, 82, 104, 
and 74. 

7. Butler examines Matisse’s revolutionary techniques and Pound’s innovations with structure and 
images.  See EM  26-37 and 212-13.  

8. See John Jacobus 8 and KAPP. 

9. See Givner, “Katherine Anne Porter and the Art of Caricature.” 

10. Frank writes, “by this juxtaposition of past and present, as Allen Tate realized, history 
becomes unhistorical: it is no longer seen as an objective, causal progression in time, with distinctly 
marked-out differences between each period, but is sensed as a continuum in which distinctions between 
past and present are obliterated.  Just as the dimension of depth has vanished from the plastic arts, so the 
dimension of depth has vanished from history as it forms the content of these works: past and present are 
seen spatially, locked in a timeless unity which while it may accentuate surface differences, eliminates any 
feeling of historical sequence by the very act of juxtaposition.”  See 652-53.  

11. White identifies the four main tropes as “Metaphor, Metonomy, Synecdoche, and Irony.”  See 
31. 

12. White argues that each mode of discourse has its particular ideological framework, and “the 
only grounds for preferring one over another are moral or aesthetic ones.”  See 433. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

A “mirror between windows”:  
Porter’s Figures in Festive Patterns1  

 
 

A passage from Katherine Anne Porter’s Pale Horse, Pale Rider places Miranda 

in front of a “mirror between windows” where she thinks pleasantly about dancing with 

Adam whose “image was always present in more or less degree” in her mind.  When she 

looks at her own “flushed and shiny” face, Miranda notices “her expression was 

unfamiliar” and she decides that her recent “uneasiness was not all imagination” (CS 

278).  In this story of Miranda’s struggles during the 1918 influenza outbreak at the end 

of World War I, both Adam and Miranda function as iconographic images engaging in 

festive practices such as the pair’s folk carnival dancing and Miranda’s wearing clown-

like features.  The careful selection and use of images, including Miranda’s appearance in 

front of a mirror, propels the action of Porter’s stories and responds to developments 

present in modernist portraiture.  Porter’s literary images frequently stem from paintings, 

photographs, and art research.2  An examination of how these images function on an 

elementary level in “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” and Pale Horse, Pale Rider can 

help to set the stage for a more complex analysis of her arrangement of images in later 

chapters.  Using conventions prevalent throughout her fiction, Porter conveys the 

mechanism of change found in iconographic images through the movement of her figures 

passing through festive patterns. 

As part of sorting through the complexity of her structure, it is important to clarify 

further what Porter’s literary images are not before elaborating on what they are.  
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Although she borrows from the visual arts, Porter’s approach to images does not literally 

correspond to the painting process as it does in some modernist works; consequently, she 

does not approximate a word with a brushstroke.  Neither should her work with images 

be confused with merely descriptive imagery such as colors or sounds evoking the five 

senses and movement.  Her images do not strictly function as Ezra Pound’s “Image” 

giving “direct treatment of the ‘thing’ whether subjective or objective” and presenting 

“an intellectual and emotional complex in an instant of time” (129-30).  Instead, Porter’s 

images of objects and people emerge over chronological years and through multiple 

generations rather than as one “thing” and at one “instant.”  Additionally, even though the 

figural images may happen to evoke an emotion, Porter’s images are not examples of 

Eliot’s “‘objective correlative’” which is “in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a 

chain of events which shall be the formula of that particular emotion” (Sacred 100).   

Because she frequently voices her praises of Eliot and Pound, Porter may have 

experimented with some version of their use of images or the objective correlative; 

however, any connection between her images and the images of these two poets is 

outside the scope of this analysis.3  The contemporary literary influences upon Porter’s 

structure include Joyce, Ezra Pound, and Eliot, but her personal reading preferences lean 

more toward Augustine, Geoffrey Chaucer, Michel de Montaigne, François Rabelais, 

Voltaire, Dr. Samuel Johnson, Laurence Sterne, and Mark Twain.4  Compatible with her 

avowed taste for philosophers and satirists, Porter tends to avoid evoking emotional 

responses in favor of prompting mental reflections.   

For this investigation, an image is a general term for a broad range of diction to 

represent a physical subject using an identifying name or visual imagery.  The words 
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“nurse,” “Jersey cow,” and “green eyes” qualify as images.  This study, however, focuses 

on Porter’s use of literary images to present physical objects in their settings, festive 

devices such as masks, and iconographic figures that bear resemblances to the figures of 

Dante and Joyce.  A literary figure is a particular kind of image that generally refers to an 

image of a human being but can refer to an animal.  Dante’s figures are images of 

specific people who have lived—as in the cases of his characters Virgil, Dante himself, 

and political party member Farinata degli Uberti (Auerbach, Mimesis 176-77).  His 

figures may highlight particular human qualities such as Virgil’s wisdom or Dante’s state 

as a pilgrim; however, these two characters also exhibit complexity.  Rather than purely 

biographical figures, Porter usually chooses figures with artistic, Biblical, or literary 

significance.  Porter’s Adam is a progenitor figure like his namesake in the Book of 

Genesis, but his skill, compassion, and impetuosity around Miranda also shape him into a 

round character.  A key component of Dante’s figura, translated “figure,” is its continued 

use as something new, “living and dynamic,” qualities maintained throughout its usage 

from ancient Roman literature to medieval artwork and relevant to the purpose of Porter’s 

structure, which is to depict characters that are changing as they experience cultural 

shifts.  The word contains “the notion of the new manifestation, the changing aspect, of 

the permanent” (Auerbach, “Figura” 12).  In a similar way, Porter’s figure Miranda is a 

“new manifestation” of previous Mirandas, and because of her own brush with death she 

changes from a young woman focused on her own troubles to a more mature person 

cognizant of Adam’s self-sacrifice.  She becomes aware of global developments and 

sensitive to opportunities in a world after “no more war, no more plague” (CS 317).   
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Eric Bulson documents Joyce’s exploration of the ramifications of figura as well 

as Joyce’s attempts to find “Irish signs and symbols.”  Bulson writes, “In these examples, 

the ‘figura’ is synonymous with both the symbol and the physical figure, and the 

rhetorical effect depends on the visual participation of the reader who imagines how the 

description attached to the ‘figura’ can translate into or correspond with an idea or 

principal” (441).  Porter’s protagonists frequently are literary figures closely connected to 

a culture rooted in a place.  Granny Weatherall, for example, is linked to the pioneer 

culture of Texas.  In addition, her characters may embody an idea such as Granny’s self-

reliance, but they cannot be reduced to these qualities.  Although sometimes present in 

Porter’s figures, symbolic or allegorical elements usually perform a secondary role.   

A precise way to describe the function of Porter’s figures is to say that they are 

iconographic.  In her study of Porter’s use of Mexican art, Ruth Alvarez provides 

painting terminology such as “portrait,” “murals,” “landscape,” and “iconography” to 

describe characters and scenes in Porter’s writing, yet she does not analyze over how 

Porter’s central figures function iconographically.5  Iconography can be an ambiguous 

term that carries associations ranging from the painting of Russian Orthodox icons to 

casual statements pointing to someone’s popularity or influence, such as in “Marilyn 

Monroe is a pop icon,” and neither of these understandings applies to Porter’s works.  In 

Porter’s usage of this device, iconography is a system of images or typological figures 

that relies upon narrative context to convey meaning.  Her acquaintance with 

iconography appears, in part, by her possession of several Books of Hours filled with 

iconography from the Late Middle Ages.6  This iconography should not be confused with 

simple symbolism that can stand alone in the way a rose symbolizes love or a white flag 
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symbolizes surrender.  Nor is it iconicity mimicking the shape or sound of an object as in 

the Roman numeral III or the onomatopoeia in a word like “swish.”  Her use of  

 

 

Fig. 6.  Fall of Man and The Annunciation. Les Très Riches Heures de Duc de Berry. 1411-1416. Book of 
Hours. Musée Conde, Chantilly. ARTstor Slide Gallery. 
 
 
iconographic images begins with types that are culturally significant even if they are not 

always Biblical. 

One of Porter’s obvious character types already mentioned is the chivalrous 

Adam, who loses his life through sacrificial deeds tending Miranda while she is ill in 

Pale Horse, Pale Rider.  Porter generally avoids stereotypes such as dumb blondes, 

literary archetypes such as heroes, or stock characters like overbearing fathers; however, 

she does use prototypes, and she develops them into round characters.  By a prototype, 

this study refers to a forerunning character that serves as a model for future characters.  
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Her awareness of prototypes arises in her reference to “Prototype” in her marginalia 

(Colley 44).  More obviously, Porter handles her literary iconographic figures as 

prototypes, including Adam who is a prototype man.  Porter uses the arrangement of her 

images to connect concerns from the past with the present and to anticipate the future.  

Through his name and his characterization as a man who sacrifices his life for a woman, 

Adam points to events in the narrative of the rise and fall of Adam in Genesis.  As a 

literary descendant of the Biblical Adam, Porter’s Adam acts in the present story but he 

also serves as a predecessor for subsequent characters in literature.  Furthermore, the 

linked destiny of Adam and Eve suggests a linked destiny with Porter’s Adam and 

Miranda.7  In Porter’s scheme, early prototypes such as the Adam and Eve in Genesis can 

serve as the ancestors of later prototypes like Porter’s Adam and Miranda.  Borrowing 

from the Biblical narrative, Porter implies that just as Adam prefigures Jesus, the “New 

Adam” from the New Testament, and her own use of Adam in Pale Horse, Pale Rider, so 

the Biblical Eve prefigures Mary the mother of Jesus from the New Testament and 

Porter’s use of the character Miranda.   

Porter’s four copies of three different Books of Hours in her library prove she has 

been exposed to the connecting, multi-layered narratives undergirding iconographic 

figures in artwork (KAPP).  Both copies of her book Les Très Riches Heures de Duc de 

Berry contain a joined set of paintings titled Fall of Man and The Annunciation (fig. 6), 

linking and contrasting Eve’s rejection of God in the Garden of Eden in the Old 

Testament with Mary’s acceptance of God’s will in Nazareth in the New Testament 

(Genesis 3:6; Luke 1:26).  In the Fall of Man portion of the paintings, Eve accepts a piece 

of forbidden fruit from a serpent-like creature high in a tree before passing the fruit on to 
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a kneeling, submissive Adam.  Representing the fallen angel Satan, the serpent 

successfully tempts Adam through Eve to sin, thus causing their separation from God and 

their expulsion from the Garden of Eden.  The Annunciation portion of the paintings 

features the low-kneeling angel Gabriel with a lily plant symbolizing purity as he is 

speaking to a higher-kneeling Mary with a dove on her head indicating the presence of 

the Holy Spirit, a member of the Christian Trinity.  In a parallel but opposite movement 

to The Fall of Man, the angel Gabriel tells Mary that she will be with child by the Holy 

Spirit.  Her acceptance of his message will lead to a reconciliation between God and 

humankind through her son, the new Adam, Jesus Christ. 

 Porter’s figures acquire layers of resonance from the visual arts in general and 

from iconography in particular.  Erwin Panofsky offers a system helpful in situating 

Porter’s use of images by classifying three “strata” of iconography in his chapter 

“Iconography and Iconology: An Introduction to the Study of Renaissance Art” (Meaning 

26).  His study examines how meaning arises from images constructed from artistic 

“form” and gives clues to how Porter’s literary figures work.  In the visual arts, the 

relationship of form to iconographic figures is the relationship of part to whole: the “poor 

old human frame” is a form and part of the whole iconographic figure comprising Adam 

(CS 294).  Other forms, or artistic motifs, constituting the iconographic figure of Adam 

include a woman by his side, an apple, and his death through a woman (CS 296; 280; 

315-16).  Porter’s friendships with New Critics Allen Tate and Robert Penn Warren in 

addition to artists such as Adolfo Best-Maugard and Diego Rivera prompted her 

discussions with them about literature and art.  Conversations with them and their 

associates gave her the capacity to alternately discuss literary structure and artwork form.  
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This investigation will return to Pale Horse, Pale Rider to examine some of the more 

complex ways that Porter’s literary structure borrows from the visual arts and responds to 

modernist issues.  For a basic look at Porter’s literary figures, an application of  

 

 

Fig. 7.  Pieter Bruegel. Death of the Virgin. 1564. Oil on Wood. University of California, San Diego. 
ARTstor Slide Gallery. 
 
 
Panofsky’s strata of iconography to Porter’s earlier work “The Jilting of Granny 

Weatherall” provides an appropriate starting place.  Functioning as an iconographic 

figure, Granny during her last days alive recalls events from her life on a farm in Texas at 

the turn of the twentieth century.   

 
“The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” 

For Panofsky, pure form in paintings or drawings refers to basic or simple 

elements, called artistic motifs, recognized in the combinations of shape, color, line, and 
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material such as stone or metal.  Constituting his first stratum of iconography, which he 

labels “pre-iconographical,” these elements are “primary or natural subject matter.”   

 

 

Fig. 8.  Albrecht Dürer. St. Bartholomew. 1523. 
Engraving. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
ARTstor Slide Gallery. 

 

Fig. 9.  Albrecht Dürer. St. Christopher Carrying the 
Christ Child. 1520-1521. Pen and ink. British Museum, 
London. ARTstor Slide Gallery.   

 
Delineating this subject matter further as “factual and expressional,”  Panofsky states 

factual subject matter could be a tool, a building, a plant, an animal, or a person whereas 

expressional subject matter could be something like the posture of a mourning person 

(Meaning 28).  In “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall,” the factual subject matter 

according to Panofsky’s classification would include the artistic motifs of a “pillow” and 

a “bed” whereas the expressional subject matter would be the posture of a dying woman 

(CS 80-81; 84).  Porter increased her familiarity with the concept of artistic motifs 

through her friend Best-Maugard, who identified formations of lines and circles in his 



27 
 

classification of motifs.  From his book A Method for Creative Design edited by Porter, 

the first subsection carries the title “The Seven Motifs.”8  The book explains how these 

lines and circles can present shapes to resemble flowers, buildings, and even human 

poses, all of which fall within Panofsky’s pre-iconographical stratum (Best-Maugard vii-

viii).    

Most relevant to this study of Porter’s fiction is Panofsky’s second stratum 

labeled iconography.  Although iconography as a category of analysis requires 

distinguishing motifs, recognizing the stories behind a combination of motifs is the core 

requirement behind understanding iconography.  For example, seeing a man carrying a 

knife (fig. 8) should lead an astute viewer to identify him as the apostle St. Bartholomew 

(Panofsky 29).  Containing many artwork books with iconographic figures, Porter’s 

personal library includes copies of numerous paintings and prints such as St. Christopher 

Carrying the Christ Child (fig. 9) with the central figure St. Christopher distinguished by 

the motifs of an old man with a staff carrying a child across water.9  

Ellen Weatherall, the central character of “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall, 

functions as an iconographic figure identified by motifs that tie her both to narratives of 

Mary after the death of Jesus Christ and narratives of nineteenth-century pioneers in 

North America.  Alvarez has noted the parallels between this story’s imagery and the 

frequent Medieval and Renaissance Period depictions of the dying Virgin Mary (419).  

The distinguishing set of artistic motifs in “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” includes a 

“pillow,” a “bed,” “a priest in the house,” “a point of light” and people gathered around 

an elderly woman lying down (CS 80-81; 84; 89).  Granny’s first name, “Ellen,” also 

means the light, the bright.10  The motifs are standard components of iconography in 
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numerous paintings and engravings including Death of the Virgin (fig. 7) by Bruegel, one 

of Porter’s favorite artists.11 Bruegel’s work contains the motifs of a woman in bed, a 

large group of people in the background, and a priest carrying a lit candle.  Besides its 

combination of motifs comprising an iconographic figure, Panofsky’s stratum of 

secondary or conventional subject matter characteristically presents “stories and 

allegories” (29), which in this case includes stories surrounding the death of the Virgin 

Mary. 

Artistic motifs combine to identify Granny as a prototype ancestral pioneer 

woman in the United States: she survived “double pneumonia” without a doctor (CS 80), 

“fenced in a hundred acres” after “digging the post holes herself,” cooked and gardened, 

“cut and sewed,” and rode horses down “country roads in the winter when women had 

their babies” (CS 83).  Her name and activities emphasize her role as a pioneer woman 

type.  She is Granny the ancestral relative and Mrs. Weatherall who weathers all 

adversity to provide for the children shaping future generations.  As iconography, Granny 

Weatherall functions to recall standard written and oral United States historical narratives 

of the sturdy American settler from St. John de Crèvecoeur’s idealistic telling of the self-

made American farmer to the stories of Anglo-American colonists in Texas and Francis 

Parkman’s chronicle of westward expansion on the Oregon Trail.    

As a figure operating iconographically, the character Granny is prefigured by her 

predecessors and she anticipates generations of figures to come.  Auerbach calls the 

juxtaposition of stories separated by time the “historical” dimension of figural 

interpretation (Mimesis 73), which will be discussed more in the analysis of Pale Horse, 

Pale Rider.  The literary images in Granny’s story recall both the dying Virgin from the 
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first century and the pioneer women of the nineteenth century.  Reflecting on her harsh 

life in stream-of-consciousness fashion as she is dying, Granny especially recalls a man 

who jilted her on her wedding day (CS 83-84).  The fruits of her suffering and toil are the 

children who surround her and who will pass on her legacy—Cornelia whose name is 

associated with the ideal mother of second-century Roman tribunes, Jimmy whose named 

is derived from Biblical patriarch Jacob who became the father of the twelve tribes of 

Israel, and Lydia renown as a subject of literary works across the centuries since the time 

of Virgil.12  The allusive names of her children are highly matriarchal, patriarchal, and 

literary.  The practice of further interpreting the meaning of iconographic figures falls 

within the next stratum of Panofsky’s iconography.   

 Panofsky labels his third stratum of iconography “iconology,” and he explains it 

as determining “intrinsic meaning or content” (30).  Functioning in effect as a means of 

interpretation, iconology considers information from multiple “humanistic” perspectives 

–“political, poetical, religious, philosophical and social”—to attain a scholarly knowledge 

of or an “insight into the manner in which under varying historical conditions, essential 

tendencies of the human mind were expressed by specific themes and concepts” (41).  A 

topic that Panofsky offers as appropriate for iconological study is to examine Leonardo 

da Vinci’s Last Supper to determine what the painting might indicate about “the 

civilization of the Italian High Renaissance.”  Although all strata are present in the 

apprehension of one work of art, this third stratum is nevertheless distinct from the first 

category’s pre-iconographical description identifying thirteen men around a table and the 

second category’s iconographical description identifying the artwork as portraying an 

image of the Last Supper (31).  This study of Porter’s fiction incorporates elements of all 
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three strata. After identifying the motifs and possible sources behind Porter’s literary 

figures, this investigation’s “iconology” examines the progress of Porter’s figures 

through festive patterns and interprets the response her structure presents to modernist 

issues, especially those related to literature and the visual arts.    

 

 

Fig. 10.  Pieter Bruegel. The Fight Between Carnival and Lent. 1559. Oil on wood. Kunsthistorisches 
Museum Wien. ARTstor Slide Gallery.   

 
Folk Carnival Humor 

Porter’s readings and travels led her to readily available versions of the festive 

patterns she transferred to her fiction, including “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall.”  She 

asserts she was fourteen when she first read Rabelais, known for his folk carnival humor: 

“What a strange and expansive world it opened for me.”  Revisiting his works twenty 
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years later, she states, “He ran the gamut, you know; he went right from the bowl rotting 

under the earth to the beatific nation” (Lopez 20).  Her familiarity with Rabelais can be 

further verified by her mentioning in a 1931 letter that she mapped out his journeys 

throughout France as a means of putting herself to sleep (L 66).  Porter also found folk 

conventions in other places.  During her visits to Mexico, she attended the Fiesta of 

Guadalupe and became acquainted with folk art and masks (Uncollected Early 33; 138; 

141).  In Bermuda, Porter worked on rewriting a translation of the biography Droll Peter  

about Bruegel, an artist whose works include festive imagery and folk carnival scenes.13  

Several passages from the biography describe kermesse festivals, including one at the 

church of St. Job’s, a place where “the bagpipes began to hum,” “the drums to beat” and 

a “merry crowd danced arm in arm,” while “a fool with bells amused the children” 

(Timmermans 245).  Also indicating her acquaintance with carnival, Porter kept a print of 

Bruegel’s painting The Fight Between Carnival and Lent (fig. 10) among her papers 

(KAPP).  Bruegel lived in an area that was the heart of the former Spanish Netherlands, 

the Flanders region of the Flemings people in current-day Belgium, where folk carnival 

celebrations frequently occurred.  At roughly the same two-hundred-year time span that 

Spain controlled Mexico, Spain ruled the Flanders region, too.   

Barber and Bakhtin have recorded the contribution of feast day patterns and 

attitudes upon literature, which Porter examined as well.  Both Barber and Bakhtin attest 

to folk carnival humor’s unusual capacity to intersect with the patterns of lived 

experience.  From the perspective of Barber, festive can be used as “a term for structure” 

that “organizes experience” within the framework of feasts and festivity (3-4).  Barber 

was “led into an exploration of the way the social form of Elizabethan holidays 
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contributed to the dramatic form of festive comedy” to better understand Shakespearean 

plays (4).  Bakhtin asserts the “basic carnival nucleus” of folk culture “belongs to the 

borderline between art and life,” and he declares “[i]n reality, it is life itself, but shaped 

according to a certain pattern of play” (7).  Porter claims that she delights in “making 

feasts” and that she “writes from experience” (L 26; C 35).  Her tendency to read authors 

like Rabelais, visit festivals, and acquire artwork depicting community celebrations 

provided the kind of experiences she drew upon for the festive patterns working upon the 

literary figures in her own stories.  

The hopeful gaiety permeating festive patterns and acknowledged by both Barber 

and Bakhtin appear in the works of Porter even though critics usually miss the optimistic 

aspect of her fiction.  Barber says, “‘Merry England’ was merry chiefly by virtue of its 

community observances of periodic sports and feast days” (5).  Bakhtin refers to the 

“freedom of laughter” in Rabelais and the feast day: “The very brevity this freedom 

increased its fantastic nature and utopian radicalism born in the festive atmosphere of 

images” (89).  Although exceptions exist, critics generally have failed to recognize the 

hope Porter’s fiction carries for protagonists caught in struggles during the first half of 

the twentieth century.  Some have identified Porter’s attitude as one of “unrelieved 

darkness,” labeled her work “misanthropy,” or focused on themes of rebellion and 

rejection.14  Not detecting the predominance of what Bakhtin calls folk carnival humor in 

her work, these perspectives frequently misinterpret the conventions of death and 

fictional grotesqueries working upon the Porter’s figures.  Saturated with folk carnival 

devices, the narrative patterns in Porter’s works convey a strain of merriment and a hope 
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for the people even in the direst of circumstances.  For example, Granny’s death is not a 

simple end but the emergence of one generation from another.  

Demonstrating how Granny Weatherall and other figures progress through basic 

festive patterns illustrates how Porter’s art-based images function.  Reflecting agricultural 

cycles, five basic subcategories from Bakhtin’s analysis of folk carnival humor are the 

marketplace, the banquet, the crowning to uncrowning of a king figure, the grotesque 

body, and the mask.  Although Bakhtin provides additional categories, these conventions 

follow the passage of food from the land to the human body.15  Images from these 

conventions also readily fit into the rising and falling action of the plot pyramid structure 

in Porter’s stories including the tale of the life and death of the pioneer woman Granny.  

Because she operates as an iconographic figure, the festive patterns propelling Granny 

through the story simultaneously occur to other people sharing her cultural narrative and 

their experience is a portrayed as a variation of the previous narrative of the Jewish 

diaspora which included Mary who fled and resettled after the destruction of Jerusalem in 

the first century. 

The marketplace conventions in Rabelais’s works and “The Jilting of Granny 

Weatherall” originate from the loud buying and selling of goods in open markets and 

fairs where vendors simultaneously lure and taunt the crowd.  From Rabelais’s fiction 

and the festivals of his day, marketplace conventions include dramatic processions (R 

147), the flinging of fertilizing dung and excrement-based words on the crowd like 

manure on the soil (R 148-49), concurrent praise and abuse (R 165), hawkers, herbalists 

selling medicines (R 159), diseases from overindulgence and remedies to cure them (R 

161-62), a comical physician monitoring birth and death (R 179), kitchen utensils (R 184-
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85), cooks, butchers (R 193), and mock battles with kitchen utensils (R 158; 193-94).  As 

she is dying, Granny remembers her morning routine in a kitchen with food set out like 

commodities in a market: “the day started without fuss and the pantry shelves laid out 

with rows of jelly glasses and brown jugs and white stone-china jars with blue whirligigs 

and words and painted on them: coffee, tea, sugar, ginger, cinnamon, allspice” (CS 81).  

Conveying “the collective gaiety of the people” rather than of the individual, Granny’s 

images of food on marketplace display point to a “world which continually grows and 

multiplies, becomes ever greater and better, ever more abundant” (R 195).   

One common marketplace motif is the image of a physician, and a merry one at 

that.  For Rabelais, Bakhtin claims laughter functions as the glue that holds together the 

multiple conventions (R 179-80).  From the first page of “The Jilting of Granny 

Weatherall,” Doctor Harry is taking Granny’s pulse and making pleasantries: “Now, now, 

be a good girl, and we’ll have you up in no time.”  In a playful literary image, “Doctor 

Harry floated like a balloon around the foot of the bed” (CS 80).  His presence permeates 

the story, even though Porter sometimes indicates him only through metonymical 

expressions.  It is the doctor behind the “warm weight on her forehead, a warm bracelet 

on her wrist” and a “little hypodermic.”  Telling Granny, “I never saw you look so young 

and happy” (CS 85), the folk carnival physician, Doctor Harry “is essentially connected 

with the struggle of life and death in the human body.”  He maintains “a special 

relationship to childbirth and the throes of death” considered simultaneously as “death 

and procreation” (R 179).   A woman who is “eighty years old,” Granny rails her 

caretakers with cranky remarks such as “First off, go away and don’t whisper” and 

referring to her doctor says, “I won’t see that boy again” (CS 81).  Granny’s cantankerous 
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antics and her mocking reflections contribute to the story’s playful tone in line with folk 

carnival laughter and banter in the marketplace.   

A second set of festive conventions prominent in Rabelais and Porter’s fiction is 

the banquet and its literary images.  Marketplace food combined with banquet eating 

point to a material world that “is devoured and devours” and continually engages in the 

process of regeneration (R 195).  In general, banquet devices include the images of 

feasting (R 279), caravans of food, mouths open wide, open wombs, swallowing, 

sausages (R 280), wine versus oil (R 286), as well as exaggerated gluttony, lechery, and 

drunkenness as decadent yet creative (R 290; 294).  It is a “world which continually 

grows and multiplies” (R 195).  Banquet food in festive fashion marks the milestones in 

the generations of Granny’s family.  Her father, who “had lived to be one hundred and 

two years old” on the last celebration of his birthday, “had drunk a noggin of strong hot 

toddy” (CS 82), and a “white cake” commemorated the wedding day when George jilted 

the young Ellen, who would later be known as “Granny” (CS 84).  She recalls “all the 

food she had cooked” for her children and “all the gardens she had made—well, the 

children showed it” (CS 83).   

Using folk carnival terms, the food consumed by people during the stages of 

Granny’s life contribute to “the grave and the generating womb” (R 12).  Appearing 

frequently in Late Medieval and Renaissance Period Flemish paintings, particular dishes 

and household objects have both “intrinsic value” and a “universal meaning” in 

Rabelais’s works (R 183).  Kitchen and banquet images in “The Jilting of Granny 

Weatherall” are “in accord with the specific character of all Rabelaisian images, which 

combine a broad universalism and utopianism with extraordinarily concrete, obvious, and 
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vivid traits strictly localized and technically precise” (R 185).  The frequent references to 

specific food items indicate that the life and death of iconographic Granny Weatherall  

 

Fig. 11.  Release of Souls from the Mouth of Hell. 
Hours of Catherine of Cleves. c. 1440. Book of 
Hours. Pierpont Morgan Library, London.  
ARTstor Slide Gallery.  

Fig. 12.  Porter Purchased a Pine Coffin. 
Photograph. 2007. Katherine Anne Porter Papers, 
College Park.   
 

 
have particular relevance to herself and her geographical region, but the passing of her 

life is also an event that carries significance “for all the people, ‘for all the world’” (R 

185). 

A third set of conventions identified by Bakhtin and found in Porter is the 

crowning and uncrowning of a king figure.  The rites comprising “‘the mirror of 

comedy’” mark the historic passing of life and death (R 197-98).  Acknowledged as a 
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“marvel” (CS 81), the regal Granny, nevertheless, encounters the end of her reign.  In the 

standard conventions surrounding a king figure, the people elect a red- nosed clown to 

costume him as a king and then later ritualistically mock and thrash the king to the beat 

of the drum until his mask and disguise are torn off (R 197-98).  Accompanying Granny’s 

uncrowning are typical poundings and rhythmic beats: “Cornelia’s voice staggered and 

bumped like a cart in a bad road” shortly before a death rattle when “a deep roaring 

shook her” and Granny believed she could “hear thunder” (CS 87-88).  The pounding 

marks “former youth transformed into old age” and “the living body turned into a 

corpse.”  Representing an “old authority” in a “dying world,” the royal figure Granny will 

be followed by “the new year, new youth, and a new spring” (R 197-98).  Foreshadowing 

the future in the midst of death, king figure Granny recollects her children who “had been 

so sweet when they were little” (CS 83).  A folk carnival baby figuratively appears in 

Granny’s dying body as a priest attempts to give her dying rites: “it was like him to drop 

in and inquire about her soul as if it were a teething baby, and then stay on for a cup of 

tea . . . .”  Springing from her memory is a thought of a daughter who died—“Hapsy 

standing with a baby on her arm” (CS 86).  With folk carnival certitude, the conventions 

surrounding Granny’s uncrowning and death do not function as an end in themselves but 

serve as vehicles for the new to emerge. 

The grotesque body in the fourth set of festive conventions likewise indicates 

change as the new emerges from the old.  In effect, the body’s grotesqueries are 

exaggerations of body parts and bodily functions—especially of digesting, sexual 

activity, and dying.  When she is in the process of dying, Granny notices her “bones felt 

loose, and floated around in her skin” (CS 80).  The “cosmic and universal” grotesque 
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body which can mix with “mountains, rivers, seas, and continents” often reveals large 

bodily openings as points of connection with the world and the avenue of renewal and 

new birth.  The nose, the mouth and the ears gape and swell (R 318-19).  During her last  

 

Fig. 13.  Hans Holbein. Everyman: Dance of 
Death. 1525. Woodcut. University of California, 
San Diego. ARTstor Slide Gallery.   

Fig. 14.  Hans Holbein. Old Woman: Dance of Death. 
1525. Woodcut. University of California, San Diego. 
ARTstor Slide Gallery.   

 

minutes alive, Granny opens her eyes “very wide” and her mouth parts as if she were 

trying to speak (CS 87).  Bakhtin claims the grotesque body’s activities, which eliminate 

the boundaries between a body and the world, illustrate a human society which is 

constantly building and creating yet another “body,” or human society, in a microcosm-

macrocosm relationship (R 303; 317).  Granny’s death as a kind of folk carnival 
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“negation is by no means nothingness but the ‘other side’” which points toward her 

children’s future: “While depicting an individual body in the throes of death, this image  

 

 

Fig. 15.  José Guadalupe Posada. Jarabe en Ultratumba, Dance of the Dead. 20th c. Woodcut. University of 
Texas, Austin. ARTstor Slide Gallery.   
 
 
also shows a glimpse of another youthful image being born” (R 409).  Porter’s portrayals 

are not what William Nance calls a kind of “tragic vision” based on a “rejection theme” 

(7-8).  Coupled with her iconographic function, Granny’s grotesque elements underscore 

a future emerging from a diminishing yet interconnected past.  Granny’s three living 

children—Cornelia, Lydia, and Jimmy—stand by her as she dies, ready to take their place 

as her successors (CS 88). 

A fifth set of conventions concerns the portrayal of the mask.  Bakhtin explains 

that in the context of folk carnival humor the mask “reveals the essence of the grotesque” 

and conveys “the joy of change”: “It contains the playful element of life; it is based on  
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a peculiar interrelation of reality and image, characteristic of the most ancient rituals and 

spectacles” (R 39-40).  A mask-like visage appears in the distortions of Granny’s bulging 

eyeballs and open mouth as she dies.  More obvious masks emerge in many of Porter’s 

other stories such as Pale Horse, Pale Rider with a skeletal stranger “whose pale face 

smiled in an evil trance” and with a theater audience showing “their opened mouths black 

and faces pallid in the reflected footlights” (CS 270; 293).  Although the images contain 

fearful aspects, Porter’s mask images convey a streak of jocularity derived from Late 

Medieval and Renaissance Period festive patterns. 

The mask and its connection to death have a history familiar to Porter.  Mask-like, 

grotesque faces appear in illustrations from her copy of Hours of Catherine of Cleves, 

including the illustration titled Release of Souls from the Mouth of Hell (fig. 11) with its 

portrayal of a face with a large mouth, bulging eyeballs, and huge ears (KAPP).  Often 

through the use of a skeleton, momento mori artwork recalls the inevitability of death.  Its 

mask-like manifestations include the popular Dance of Death depictions by artists such as 

Hans Holbein.  From Porter’s two books on Holbein with her marks in the margin is a 

Hermann Knackfuss book with a line down the page beside the Dance of Death section.16  

One of Holbein’s several Dance of Death illustrations appearing in Porter’s Knackfuss 

book is Everyman: Dance of Death (fig. 13).  Many other Dance of Death illustrations, 

such as Old Woman: Dance of Death (fig. 14), receive a brief commentary.17  Explaining 

the function of these figures, Knackfuss says the artistic pairing of a series of healthy 

people with “the figures of the dead—which had once been the same as they and now 

possessed nothing more than the naked hideousness of corrupt or withered corpses”—

was not an end in itself (90-91).  Rather, as he states, “These were sermons in painting, 
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which were to urge the spectator to ponder on his end and to point out the equality in 

death of all, by characterizing among the persons represented all ranks, ecclesiastical and 

civil, from the highest to the lowest” (91-92).  When Porter’s fiction focuses on a dying 

person or a grotesque image, the literary image harkens back to the momento mori 

tradition that calls upon people to consider the inevitability of death so as to evaluate the 

course of their lives.  In “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” when Christ the bridegroom 

does not appear, Granny’s death urges the reader to reflect upon the limitations of her 

self-reliance and her inability to “forgive” the man who jilted her (CS 89).  

Porter was exposed to the relationship between death and skeletal masks through 

the works of José Guadalupe Posada, the chief staff artist of a Mexican chapbook and 

broadside publisher at the start of the twentieth century (Berdecio and Appelbaum viii).  

Among the artists and artwork familiar to Porter (M 65), Mexican artists such as Diego 

Rivera and José Clemente Orozco give Posada credit for helping to develop their own 

styles (Charlot 378).  Ilan Stavans argues Posada developed some of “the most 

fascinating freaks and grotesque monstrosities, and in that regard he is comparable” to the 

most notable artists painting these subjects in the last few hundred years but also “the 

creators of the fabulous beasts and demons of the medieval and Renaissance worlds” 

(55).   

Posada’s depiction of death portrays clues to Porter’s attitude toward death.  Her 

copy of Posada’s Popular Mexican Prints contains illustrations of his popular skeleton 

calaveras, taken from the Spanish word calavera meaning “skull.”  These calaveras 

combine Spanish Dance of Death and momento mori conventions with the artwork 

images of the “skulls and death-goddesses” from pre-Columbian indigenous art (Berdecio 
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and Appelbaum 147).  Usually prepared for publications around November 2 for All 

Souls’ Day, calaveras are “skeletons miming every conceivable activity in human 

existence” (Berdecio and Appelbaum xviii).  For example, inside Porter’s Posada book is 

the print Jarabe en Ultratumba (fig. 15) depicting a popular Mexican folk dance.  The 

skeletons play an instrument, lift a skirt to dance, drink from a container, and serve 

food.18  In Porter’s fiction, the light-hearted reference to Granny’s bones in “The Jilting 

of Granny of Weatherall” as if they were “loose, and floated around” suggests the loosely 

connected bones in the skeletons illustrated by Holbein and Posada.  That Porter can 

incorporate a playful tone into the serious subject of death is apparent in her 1974 

purchase of a pine coffin (fig. 12), painted with bright flowers by one of her neighbors 

(KAPP).  Her own fascination with death and her upbeat approach to death appear in the 

words on her gravestone: “In my end is my beginning” (Unrue 164-165).  Reflecting 

Porter’s captivation with allusions to multiple narratives from different time periods, the 

phrase on the gravestone matches Eliot’s “In my end is my beginning” from “East Coker” 

in Four Quartets (32), and it may be “an echo of the inscription ‘En man fin est mon 

commencement’ embroidered on the chair of state of Mary, Queen of Scots” as well as 

Augustine’s “this death which leads to life” (Sweeney 40; 25).  At least in part, Porter’s 

words can be interpreted as paying tribute both to the Christian’s view of eternal life after 

death and to the festive pattern’s life-death-rebirth cycle.   

A basic analysis of the manner Porter’s literary images function in the structure of 

“The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” reveals Granny operating iconographically and 

passing through the plot surrounded by images from festive patterns.  Both iconographic 

figures, which are “living and dynamic,” and festive pattern conventions point to 
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transformation, supporting Porter’s avowed plan to write about a world in change.  

Because her fictional portrayals of death often incorporate literary descriptions of 

artwork’s festive masks and momento mori images, readers need to view Porter’s death 

images in their allusive context to avoid interpreting her writing as “misanthropy” or her 

attention to grotesque images as a sign of “her emotion of loathing for her fellow 

voyagers in this mortal life” (Kauffman 25; Hartley, “Dark” 83).  Further layers in her 

narrative patterns emerge by examining how her literary images in Pale Horse, Pale 

Rider respond to artistic issues arising during the Modernist Period (Introduction). 

   
Pale Horse, Pale Rider 

 
Following her recovery from the 1918 influenza epidemic, Porter’s character 

Miranda sits in front of a mirror and calls herself a “corpse” (CS 316).  This juxtaposition 

of mirror and mask, which in this case is a corpse-like death mask, was a common 

combination during the Modernist Period.  The implications of Porter’s mirror and mask 

images in her fiction become apparent by following the literary iconographic figures 

Adam and Miranda as they progress through the festive pattern.  On the surface level, the 

plot of Pale Horse, Pale Rider follows the day-to-day struggle of young, hard-pressed 

reporter Miranda who meets Adam, “a Second Lieutenant in an Engineers Corps,” during 

the last months of World War I.  Folk carnival images surround the interlinked stories of 

both figures as they succumb to influenza, an illness that leaves Adam dead and Miranda 

facing a future without him (CS 317).  Relevant to the study of Porter’s literary 

iconographic figures is Panofsky’s assertion that a correct analysis of iconography 

requires a proper understanding of types and their history, defined as “the manner in 

which, under varying historical conditions, specific themes or concepts were expressed 
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by objects and events” (Panofsky 41).  Under typology, Erich Auerbach labels his 

analysis of types “figural interpretation,” and he identifies a type’s three important 

characteristics as historical, significant, and dramatic (Mimesis 563).  Applying 

Auerbach’s explanation of these categories to Adam and Miranda reveals additional 

characteristics in Porter’s application of iconographic figures because iconographic 

figures are types.  A discussion of the typological characteristics further elucidates how 

the art-influenced festive patterns enrich the story and respond to modernist issues.   

In accord with Auerbach’s categories stemming from his explanation of typology, 

Porter’s figures as types are historical in that a literary image in her story connects to the 

same or a similar image in another narrative not written by Porter.  In describing the 

historical characteristic, Auerbach says, “Figural interpretation ‘establishes a connection 

between two events or persons in such a way that the first signifies not only itself but also 

the second, while the second involves or fulfills the first.  The two poles are separated in 

time. . . ” (Mimesis 73).  As already mentioned, Porter takes advantage of the association 

between the iconographic Eve prefiguring Mary to develop a background for Granny and 

Miranda.  Many of her characters carry additional background layers.  Miranda, for 

instance, is a different manifestation of previous Mirandas whose authors Porter had read: 

Shakespeare’s Miranda famously spoke of a “brave new world” in The Tempest and 

Margaret Fuller’s Miranda lived where the “world was free to her, and she freely lived in 

it” in Woman in the Nineteenth Century (Shakespeare 5.1.185; C 32; C 106; Strange 30; 

Strange 81; Fuller 21).  At first, Porter’s use of a literary image harkening back to a 

previous figure may seem like a simple allusion, but Porter’s typological figures are not a 

single mention of a particular person, event, or place from the past.  Her literary 



45 
 

iconographic figures generally encompass at least three time periods and, coupled with 

festive patterns, emphasize the passage of time on planet Earth.  

Not all typological figures are Christian, and several distinctions need to be made 

between Porter’s literary figures and standard Christian iconography in their treatment of 

history.19  First and foremost, although Porter’s literary iconographic figures such as 

Adam often allude to a Christian Biblical narrative from the ancient past culminating in 

the person of Jesus Christ, Porter’s figures in her stories set in the twentieth century 

operate within the context of both agricultural and regional cultural narratives.  The 

agricultural narrative in conjunction with folk carnival elements develop an analogy 

between iconographic figures and a biological death-to-life cycle, as when a seed dies for 

a new plant to grow.  The cultural narrative emphasizes the passing down of iconographic 

figures and other cultural artifacts, preserved for the benefit of future generations. 

Secondly, whereas Christian types often operate to reveal truths ultimately grounded in 

Christ who is “the Truth,” Porter’s types function to reveal universal truths about human 

beings which, depending on the story, may or may not have any relationship to Christian 

truths and may alternately present truth emphatically or ironically.  Thirdly, Christian 

Biblical types depict people named in significant ancient narratives of the Jewish people 

as prefiguring the people and events of the New Testament, but Porter uses significant 

narratives which may or may not be Biblical to prefigure twentieth-century characters 

and events such as Porter’s Adam falling ill during the 1918 influenza epidemic.  A 

fourth distinction is that whereas Christian Biblical iconography can refer to events at the 

end of time or outside of time, Porter’s typological figures primarily function to 

anticipate the emergence of future events within time.  The prominence of time appears 
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in the last lines of Pale Horse, Pale Rider: “Now there would be time for everything” (CS 

317). 

Continuing to apply Auerbach’s explanation of types, Porter’s figures are 

significant by virtue of their appearance within scenic moments.  A “scenic moment” is 

characterized by exaggerated gestures that relay “signification” (Mimesis 116).  Besides 

her other sources, Porter became acquainted with figural scenes and standout gestures 

through her frequent studies of the artwork and literature of the Late Medieval Period 

(Unrue 145-46), a time that Auerbach says a “figural interpretation of real events” 

became common (Mimesis 119).  Many of Porter’s fictional images and figures may be 

interpreted according to festive patterns.  One of Porter’s scenic moments is a dance 

scene between Adam and Miranda in Pale Horse, Pale Rider with the “orchestra jazzing” 

the music: “When her hand tightened on his shoulder his arm tightened about her waist 

instantly, and stayed there, holding firmly.  They said nothing but smiled continually at 

each other, odd changing smiles as though they had found a new language” (CS 295-96).  

In this scenic moment, the exaggerated gestures are their tightly holding one another and 

their strangely smiling at one another.   

One layer of significance behind the dance scenes is the folk carnival association 

between the rhythmic dancing in the story and the uncrowning and thrashing of king 

figures in movements suggesting both death blows and sexual acts that “at once kill and 

regenerate” (R 205).  Intermingled with the story of Miranda and Adam’s falling in love 

and becoming ill from influenza is Porter’s integration of thrashing-dancing scenes with 

exaggerated gestures and facial expressions to underscore the dying of an old era and the 

fertile beginning of a new one.  Dancing together, Adam and Miranda “smiled 



47 
 

continually at each other, odd changing smiles” (CS 296).  Auerbach claims some 

medieval narratives, like the poem Chanson de Roland, tend to “[string] independent  

 

 
Fig. 16.  Hieronymus Bosch. Haywain Triptych, Open. c. 1490-95. Oil on Panel. Museo del Prado, Madrid. 
ARTstor Slide Gallery.   

 
pictures together like beads.”  Sometimes the images became abstract to the extent that 

the medieval figures become mere exemplars and disconnected from “their historic 

context” (Mimesis 115-16).  In general, Porter’s scenes, such as Adam and Miranda 

dancing with exaggerated smiles, fit smoothly into the plot and her figures do not lose 

their historic connections to the setting.  Pale Horse, Pale Rider contains historically 

correct details from World War I, including references to battles in Flanders Fields and 

Belleau Wood, national sugar conservation efforts, and the selling of Liberty Bonds (CS 

293).  The overall seamless quality of her fiction may explain why the festive devices and 

the scenic moments often have passed unnoticed.   
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The inclusion of drama is a third characteristic present in Porter’s figures.  In the 

context of types, drama is a genre of figures involved in narrative action.  Auerbach 

presents Adam as an example of a figural image acting within the narrative of the 

Biblical creation story (Mimesis 156).  Within the Christian drama of redemption, the Old 

Testament Adam prefigures the New Adam, Jesus Christ, who provides life and a hope 

for all humans (1 Cor. 15: 20-23).  For Porter, the hope revealed in the story of the 

Biblical New Adam transfers to a kind of secular hope through Porter’s literary Adam for 

his partner Miranda in Pale Horse, Pale Rider.  Adam helps to keep Miranda alive, 

andhis death precedes the emergence of Miranda into the “cold light of tomorrow” (CS 

317).  Among the figure’s many associations in Porter’s story, Adam’s presence during 

the waning years of World War I draws a comparison between the end of the Garden of 

Eden and the end of a golden era that dimmed in the early twentieth century.    

  Besides his classification of the traits in types, Auerbach points to a convention 

with particular relevance to Porter: the practice of combining high and low styles in 

stories with typological characters.  In medieval liturgical dramatic productions, the 

melding of courtly style with the everyday details of domestic life serve to indicate that 

all the events of history are united in the central figure of history, Jesus Christ (Mimesis 

161-62).  The prominence of the commonplace increased with the introduction of 

farcical, crude, and grotesque elements in the Late Medieval Period.  The underlying 

message was that these dramatic stories are relevant to ordinary life and not fantastic 

adventure tales such as the popular legends of King Arthur (Mimesis 158-60).  With the 

same kind of medieval emphasis on ordinary occurrences, Porter describes the pushy 

Liberty Bond salesman in farcical terms: “He was a pursy-faced man, gross-mouthed, 
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with lightless eyes” who could be an “advance agent for a road show, promoter of a 

wildcat oil company, a former saloon keeper announcing the opening of a new cabaret” 

or “an automobile salesman” (CS 272).  Ordinary details also point to how the sublime is 

hidden in the crude realities of everyday life (Mimesis 158-60).  In Pale Horse, Pale 

Rider the commonplace images include a tablecloth, “flat bottles” of alcohol,  “a cup of 

coffee,” and a restaurant “nicknamed the Greasy Spoon” (CS 276; 295).  For Porter, the 

sublime art of a region’s people is hidden in their ordinary customs and artifacts. 

Porter’s iconographic figures and their motifs frequently allude to images from 

artwork.  Adam and many of the images in Pale Horse, Pale Rider trace back to Haywain 

by Heironymus Bosch (fig. 16).  In the same manner that Joyce uses a person’s initials 

for allusions, Porter presents clues that she refers to the artist of this work through her 

character Dr. Hildesheim whose last name has the same number of letters as 

Heironymus.20  She also uses a word sounding nearly identical to the name Bosch in the 

story’s derogatory reference to German soldiers “the Boche” (CS 273).  In the delirium of 

her illness, Miranda yells “Hildesheim is a Boche,” which closely resembles 

“Heironymus Bosch” (CS 309).   

Porter’s story contains literary images naming or alluding to artwork images from 

all three sections of Haywain.  Set in the past, the left section of the triptych features the 

Book of Genesis creation story featuring Adam and Eve succumbing to the serpent’s 

temptation and being driven out of the Garden of Eden.  From the sky where God sits in 

heaven, the painting’s “apostate angels” pour down “turning into insects as they fall” (De 

Tolnay, Hieronymus 24).  Besides portraying the character Adam, Pale Horse, Pale Rider 

alludes to the painting’s insects during Miranda’s charity visit to a military hospital and 
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compound “where the dreary raw barracks swarmed and worked with an aimless life of 

scurrying, dun-colored insects” (CS 277).   

Porter alludes to images from the large central panel portraying an immense 

fifteenth-century procession following a straw-bearing wagon pulled by strange fish-like 

creatures and other part-human animals (fig. 16).  The central panel depicts a version of 

Corpus Christi processions that lifted up a Eucharistic Host “ceremoniously paraded 

through the city—probably on a special vehicle—followed by a hierarchically ordered 

procession of both civil and ecclesiastical personages” (Jeffrey 139).  Instead of the 

Eucharist Host made of wheat, however, the Bosch wagon carries a pile of straw known 

Biblically as the  “chaff, the superficial dross to be laid aside in search for the wheat” 

(Jeffrey 141).  Alluding to the Haywain title, the load of straw, and the painting’s fish-

like creatures, Porter writes Adam’s “hair was the color of a haystack when you turn the 

weathered top back to the clear straw beneath,” and that Adam “fished out his cigarette 

case” (CS 280).  In the foreground and background of the Haywain central panel, people 

grab for straw from the procession and engage in all kinds of human misbehavior 

including “lies and folly and frenzy and malevolence and brute violence” (Linfert 17).  

Parallel to the procession in Haywain are the processions in Pale Horse, Pale Rider.  The 

city’s streets contain “pushcarts and farm wagons,” numerous funeral processions, and “a 

gay procession of high-powered cars” bearing trinkets for wounded soldiers (CS 285, 

279; 280; 281; 275).  Comparable to the human misdeeds in Haywain, Pale Horse, Pale 

Rider depicts predatory, raucous behavior.  Greedy behavior appears in the Liberty bond 

salesmen that, in effect, blackmail Miranda to donate money.  Among the story’s people 
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behaving riotously are “half a dozen boys under the draft age” who “yelled incoherently” 

and pass alcohol under the table (CS 295).   

The wagon in the center panel appears to be heading to the right panel’s portrayal 

of an apocalyptic future with people attacked and eaten by strange creatures in a burning, 

unstable city (fig. 16).  During her illness, Miranda’s mind contrives a vision of “spotted 

serpents, rainbow-colored birds with malign eyes, leopards with humanly wise faces and 

extravagantly crested lions” (CS 299).  Part-human, part animal creatures with spotted 

skins, bird beaks, and a lion’s head pull the cart in the central panel and continue to 

appear in the last panel.  Porter writes of “monkeys” and “rotting trunks of unfamiliar 

trees” (CS 299).  At the end of her illness, Miranda apprehends “crises of human distress” 

and “sulphur-colored lights” (CS 312).  These motifs appear in Haywain’s far-right panel, 

where at the bottom, tortured humans gesture in torment.  Above one monkey standing on 

a pole and another climbing a ladder, the silhouettes of dead trees rise against the skyline.  

Porter’s literary iconographic figures respond to the vision of past, present, and 

future posited by Bosch in Haywain.  Starting with the story of the fall of Adam and Eve 

in the left panel, Bosch presents a narrative of human weakness and the unfolding results 

of folly.  Porter’s Adam borrows iconographically from the story of Adam in Genesis 

coupled with the story of human error in Bosch’s fifteenth-century central panel of 

Haywain.  De Tolnay says that in the central panel, Christ “is the anguished witness of 

the inescapable consequences of vanity” (Hieronymus 118): “The left wing is intended to 

remind the spectator of the biblical prefiguration of mankind’s present corruption; the 

right wing shows us the final stage in the fall of humanity” (CS 118).  Adam’s 

characterization as straw and the questionable behavior of the other characters suggest the 
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people of Porter’s story are following illusory goals, most particularly in their support of 

war efforts directed by the interests of “[coal], oil, iron, gold,” and “international finance” 

(CS 293).  Through such apocalyptic artwork images as the painting’s burning buildings 

and monstrous creatures, Porter associates the subject of Bosch’s right panel with the 

terrors of World War I.  Porter’s story extends beyond the third panel.  Rather than the 

end of the world, Miranda as a descendant of Eve anticipates a future in “the dead cold 

light of tomorrow” that ambivalently provides opportunities “for everything” but also a 

continuation of human folly (CS 317). 

 Just as the prototype Granny passes through the festive pattern, the same 

conventions accompany Adam’s death and Miranda’s transformation in Pale Horse, Pale 

Rider.  Within the first few pages of the story, marketplace abuse and praise directed at 

Miranda appear in the “ominous” pressure tactics of the Liberty Bonds representatives 

and the cheerful reception of “sweets” and fruit” from some of the “good-natured, eager” 

wounded soldiers “laughing and calling out” (CS 273; 275-76).  Such contradictory 

scenes for Bakhtin “are part of the carnival as a whole” and together mold “one single 

logic of imagery.”  Although the Liberty Bonds salesmen sitting on Miranda’s desk and 

the soldiers shouting out from their beds may appear to be separate, each image “is 

subject to the meaning as a whole” and points to “contradictory world of becoming” as 

they are “intimately related to life-death-birth” (R 149).  Equivalent to the marketplace 

doctor and seller of herbs, Dr. Hildesheim and nurse Tanner treat Miranda in the depths 

of her illness.  Pale Horse, Pale Rider contains a large amount of medical imagery 

compatible with both folk carnival and the story’s portrayal of the influenza epidemic of 

1918.  Reflecting the kind of medical terminology Rabelais takes from the “‘Hippocratic 
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novel’” (R 67), Dr. Hildesheim wears a stethoscope and checks Miranda’s pulse while 

Miss Tanner updates a medical chart (CS 309).  The story’s upbeat portrayal of medical 

advances such as the “hypodermic needle” that saves Miranda’s life matches the tone of 

Rabelais’s eulogy of Gastor, who is “inventor and creator of all mankind’s technology” 

and “creator of the sciences” (CS 312; R 300).   

The banquet images in the story point to the “mighty aspiration to abundance” (R 

278).  Adam has a voracious appetite (CS 278).  After a breakfast of “buckwheat cakes, 

with maple syrup, and two bananas, and two cups of coffee” he is ready for “broiled steak 

and fried potatoes” (CS 282).  As Bakhtin asserts, Adam’s gluttony “expresses the 

positive . . . principles of food, drink, procreative force, and merriment” (R 294).  Even as 

Miranda succumbs to influenza, food and drink fill her room.  The landlady, Miss Hobbe, 

brings a tray (CS 298).  Adam brings Miranda “cherry-colored pills,” “cracked ice,” 

orange juice, ice cream, and coffee (CS 300).  Bakhtin explains that the hyperbole in the 

food images acts symbolically like yeast expanding dough to large, victorious dimensions 

(CS 278).  Because abundant food indicates victory in folk carnival humor, it is important 

to look for triumph in the story of Adam and Miranda.   

 Clown images surround the figures Adam and Miranda during the festive 

crowning and uncrowning process in the story.  Displaying the “clown’s rouged mask” (R 

200), Miranda’s face is “flushed and shiny,” and Adam’s face has a “bright glow” (CS 

278; 295).  Like a clown, Miranda frequently applies “fresh make-up” (CS 275).  She 

rubs rouge on her lips, and she steps into a restaurant “freshly washed and combed and 

powdered” (CS 282; 295).  In Rabelais’s “The Fourth Book,” a character begins 

“‘thwacking and cracking’” one of the “‘red-snouted’ catchpoles” until he falls on the 
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ground “ a battered pulp,” but after receiving “twenty crowns” the catchpole rises “happy 

as a king” (R 197).  As part of the festive pattern, the people elect a clown and then 

disguise him as a king.  When his reign ends, the king receives a beating which “tears off 

his disguise and mask” to “turn him once more into a clown.”  The see-saw, elevation and 

fall of a king figure are common to folk carnival and to Pale Horse, Pale Rider.  

Although the story opens with Adam and Miranda as a merry couple, the spread of 

influenza effectively thrashes their bodies.  During their illnesses, Miranda’s intern 

whacks her when he “tapped her ribs smartly with two fingers” (CS 306), and Adam 

becomes the “sacrificial lamb” beaten to death by the epidemic (CS 295).  Miranda 

emerges from the hospital writing down a list of supplies evocative of the regalia suitable 

for a resurrected folk carnival king and clown: her list includes a scepter-like “walking 

stick of silvery wood with a silver knob,” cold cream suggesting a clown’s white mask, 

and “apricot powder” for glowing cheeks and a red nose (CS 316).   

 Connected to the thrashing of king figures, gauntlet wedding conventions link the 

Adam and Miranda as they progress through the festive pattern.  A gauntlet is a knight’s 

metal glove worn for protection, but it is also any glove with an extended cuff.  In 

Rabelais’s work, a mock wedding ritual at the home of the “noble Lord of Basché” 

includes the wedding guests cuffing each other with gloves (R 200).  Glove and gauntlet 

references fill Pale Horse, Pale Rider.  Miranda takes out “clean gray gloves” (CS 275), 

Adam compliments the perfume on her gloves, and he pulls off Miranda’s gloves on their 

last evening out (CS 283; 292).  When she leaves the hospital, Miranda writes a note 

requesting “gray suède gauntlets” (CS 316).  After Rabelais’s “red-faced Catchpole” 

arrives at the gauntlet wedding, the guests thrash him with great force until his body 
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becomes dismembered and pulverized “‘amid good-natured laughter’” (R 200).  Bakhtin 

explains that in Rabelais the beating of the king-clown figure occurs “to the 

accompaniment of the bridal drum” which evokes an erotic interpretation (R 203-04). 

The gauntlet carnival rite, described with “culinary and medical” terminology, is a 

thrashing act “linked with fertility, with procreative force, with time” (R 200-01).  

Adam’s death has a procreative aspect in the launching of a transformed Miranda.  Using 

folk carnival terminology, Adam and Miranda are a joined as a Janus pair, with Adam 

reigning in the past becoming Miranda reigning in the future (R 81).  In her own 

thoughts, Miranda considers herself resurrected as a “Lazarus” (CS 316).  

The body’s exterior openings, characteristic of grotesque festive conventions, 

provide an avenue for Miranda’s inner body to connect with the outside world.  Bakhtin 

contends that the “gaping mouth” supersedes all other body parts in the festive pattern 

and all “other features are only a frame encasing this wide open bodily abyss” (CS 317).  

Miranda decides to “get a fine yawn” after she awakens from the story’s first dream, and 

opens her mouth when she drinks as Adam holds “a cup or tumbler to her mouth” (CS 

270; 300).  Bakhtin articulates the kind of interactive relationship between Miranda’s 

festive banquet consumption and the open mouth in his expression “the body swallows 

the world and is itself swallowed by the world” (R 317).  Further openness in Miranda’s 

body during an illness suggests its interaction with the surrounding world and signals the 

presence of change.  Miranda’s bowels and pores are open when she vomits her pills, 

retches “violently,” and sweats (CS 300-301; 303).  Through these body emissions, the 

barriers between the outside world and her body are breaking down, preparing the way 

for change.  Porter refers to bodily fluids—“the sweetish, sickening smell of rotting flesh 
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and pus”—as Miranda wrestles with death and returns to consciousness (CS 312).  The 

vivid language demonstrates the tendency of folk carnival to display a body that is 

frequently “shown open and with its interior exposed,” a Rabelasian image that 

accentuates the exchange between the body and the world (R 355).   

The mask conventions of Pale Horse, Pale Rider not only function within festive 

patterns, they also respond to the use of masks in Modernist Period paintings.  Besides 

the “corpse” death mask on Miranda’s face and the clown faces already mentioned, Pale 

Horse, Pale Rider portrays masks in the shape of monsters.  Miranda considers Adam a 

“monster” for his “fine healthy apple” physical constitution, and “approves of his 

monstrous uniqueness,” after “he had boasted that he had never had a pain in his life that 

he could remember” (CS 280).  Through the lens of folk carnival humor, these masks 

indicating “transition” and “metamorphoses” point to “the joy of change and 

reincarnation” in the lives of Adam and Miranda (R 39-40).  In modernist portraiture 

mask-like visages often contain blank, window-like eyes as a key motif.  Fascinated with 

ancient non-European art and with the tribal practice of wearing deity and animal masks 

to obtain the traits represented by the masks, artists also fostered the idea that an identity 

could be changed or “performed” for a particular purpose (Warner 27-28).  By describing 

Adam as wearing a modernist mask-like “face, smooth and fine . . . but now set in a blind 

melancholy,” Porter reveals the constructed elements of Adam’s identity.  A tension 

therefore arises among the multiple forces operating upon Adam: the figure as an 

iconographic fulfillment of past historical figures, the figure as a folk carnival clown-king 

chosen by the people, the figure as death mask succumbing to the power of disease, and 

the figure as an artist construct used to explore identity.  
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Some of modernism’s most innovative artistic developments relevant to Porter 

occur within the context of portraiture.  Alvarez recognizes Porter’s tendency to  

 

 

Fig. 17.  Pablo Picasso. Portrait of Gertrude Stein. 
1906. Oil on canvas. Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
New York.  

 
 
Fig. 18.  Pablo Picasso. Girl with a Mandolin. 
1910. Oil on canvas. Museum of Modern Art, 
New York.   

 
incorporate portrait-like scenes in her work (283; 288; 292).21  What has not been 

analyzed is the manner that Porter’s literary images engage with the debates of modernist 

portraiture.  Contributing to the presentation of the 2007 exhibit, The Mirror and the 

Mask: Portraiture in the Time of Picasso appearing at the Kimbell Art Museum in Fort 

Worth, Senior Curator Warner explains, “For artists looking to challenge the conventions 

of representation in art, what better arena could there be than portraiture, which for most 

people was all about likeness” (11).  Before the Modernist Period, portraiture gained a 

reputation for flattering the sitter as long as the likeness remained recognizable.  In a 
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tension between individualization and the ideal, Serraller explains that these traditional 

painters aimed both at “portrayal” or the copying of the individualized details of the 

subject and “imitation” which in portraiture refers to shaping the painting’s image to 

ideally represent whatever is most exemplary in the rank and values of the sitter (4). 

Modernist painters disdaining such paintings for restricting their artistic freedom began 

an assault on the assumptions underlying these works.   

The function of the mask in modernist paintings can vary across a wide spectrum.  

Defying traditional portraiture and the very idea of representation, this mask can 

alternately function as a replacement for the face, a barrier against the sitter to protect the  

painter’s artistic integrity, and “a means to evoke otherness and to disrupt received ideas 

about identity” (Klein 26-27).  As they play with identity, artists can choose to “conceal,” 

“reveal,” “reject,” transform, “release,” or “perform” an identity.  Sometimes they simply 

select from theatrical stock characters found in the commedia dell’arte to construct a 

personality for a painted image (Klein 27-28).  Porter’s Picasso from her library contains 

a copy of a painting titled Portrait of Gertrude Stein (fig. 17).22  Picasso’s decision to 

paint Gertrude Stein’s face as a mask has been identified as the moment of pivotal change 

in modernist portraiture (Alarcó 111).  No longer does the portrait genre claim to be a 

significant means to gain insight into the personality of the sitter.  Instead, through the 

mask the artist unabashedly asserts that the portrait is “a likeness and identity created for 

the occasion and changeable” (Warner 19).  Undergoing folk carnival transformation, 

Porter’s literary iconographic figures also reflect the modernist tendency for artists to use 

their subjects to play with identity. 
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Porter had ample opportunities to become acquainted with the mask’s role for the 

artist.  Besides her friendships with contemporary Mexican artists, Porter’s awareness of 

modernist painters and their techniques appears in her references to Stein, Picasso, Juan 

Gris, Jean Cocteau, Max Jacob, Georges Braque, Salvador Dali, and Francis Picabia (CE 

259; 265).  Frequently referring to writing using artist terminology, Porter says, “Most 

certainly the artist is present in all he creates,” and an “artist is first a worker” (CE 434; 

440).  Perhaps her most well-known words about herself as an artist appear in one of her 

letters claiming “there is no naming or describing what my life has been because of my 

one fixed desire: to be a good artist, responsible to the last comma for what I write . . .” 

(L 189).  Many of her stories, including Pale Horse, Pale Rider, may be read as her 

reflections and commentary on the writer as an artist.  At the end of the story, when the 

reporter Miranda ponders “Now there would be time for everything,” the “everything” in 

her future includes the art of writing. 

 
The Mirror and Porter’s Fiction 

Whether visible or not, a mirror frequently operates in conjunction with a mask in 

modernist portraiture, and the same pairing appears in Porter’s fiction.  One of the main 

subcategories of portraiture is the self-portrait, which Malcolm Warner claims “is 

arguably its most representative form” and requires a mirror to be produced (20).  

Collaborating in an exhibit titled Self-Portrait: Renaissance to Contemporary at the 

National Portrait Gallery of London, Anthony Bond and Joanna Woodall identify the 

layers of perspectives implied in a self-portrait: “Self-portraiture constitutes the painter as 

an exemplary subject of particular interest because it seems to conflate the roles of 

creator ‘behind’ the work of art, subject ‘within’ and viewer ‘before’ it—taking the place 
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of the artist’s reflection in the mirror.”  The self-portrait, moreover, can take on a broader 

context, because through the mirror’s reflection of the background setting, the viewer’s 

imagination can picture the interplay between the artist and the world (12).  From another 

perspective, Paloma Alarcó says, “Given that our gaze coincides with another gaze, i.e. 

the mirror’s, perhaps we can also speak of an encounter with our own reflection, our own 

self-portrait.  This intertwining of spectator and artist through the metaphor of the mirror 

is endless” (47).  In a way similar to portrait painters, Porter’s reflections in the mirror  

intertwine with her experiences as observer and a writer.  Besides biographers noting the 

autobiographic nature of many of her characters, the mirror motif in her stories indicates 

she is presenting autobiographic statements.23  The name Miranda in its first three letters 

suggests the word “mirror.”  When in Pale Horse, Pale Rider Miranda scrutinizes “her 

face in the mirror” (CS 278), Porter evokes self-portraiture and indicates she is making a 

statement about fiction, herself, and the role of a writer.  

 Compatible with the multi-layered approach Porter employs for iconographic 

figures and festive patterns, Porter’s mirrors operating in the context of Modernist Period 

conventions also function as they did during past eras.  From the 1500s, when mirrors 

were used for portraits and self-portraits by artists such as Van Eyck and Dürer, mirrors 

carried both a positive and a negative connotation.  On the positive side, “the mirror was 

invested with metaphorical and magical significance.”  Bond and Woodall assert that 

painters associated the mirror with ongoing artistic and human perfection, not only by 

pointing out faults to be amended but also by representing symbolically the spiritual 

perfection found in a visual arts image of completion—the Virgin and Child:  

It was regarded as a manifestation of the omniscience and love radiated 
forth by the perfect earthly prince, the saints, Christ and especially the 
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Virgin Mary, the ‘Mirror without Stain’.  In their reference to the mirror, 
self-portraits both reflected and partook of the virtue ascribed to these 
shining examples, helping to establish artists in turn as powerful models 
for emulation.  (19) 
 

The mirror as a symbol of “love radiated forth” by Christ and as an artist’s tool for 

participating in “the virtue ascribed to” the “shining examples” of the saints urges artists 

to greater accomplishments and sets up artists as exemplary models themselves.  

Prominent in the iconographic background of Porter’s characters, the use of the name 

Mary alluding to the mother of Jesus and mirrors reinforces Porter’s exploration of the 

development of the artist. 

Referring to its negative potential, the mirror reminds artists of the 1500s about 

the hazards of vanity and the danger of a narcissism that “transfixes the subject into 

absorption and annihilation.”  Instead of providing an avenue for perfection and honor, 

the mirror in conjunction with self-portraiture has the potential to lead the artist “to face 

the material self with a grotesque emptiness” and look at the canvas as a mere piece of 

cloth (Bond and Woodall 20).  Flemish art from the Late Medieval Period illustrates the 

danger of self-absorption through a cracked mirror image symbolizing vanity (Snyder 

152-53).  Gazing at herself in front of a mirror, Miranda has the opportunity to improve 

herself and her writing or to become morbidly self-absorbed to the point of despair.  

Significantly, she looks at a “mirror between the windows” (CS 278), which indicates 

that Miranda couples her inward self-evaluations prompted by the mirror with an outward 

look upon the world through the windows.  Prompting Miranda to further interaction with 

the world, festive conventions also diminish the dangers of narcissistic self-reflection.  

Porter further explores the hazards of artistic self-delusion in her story “The Cracked 

Looking-Glass” discussed in Chapter Five. 
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During the Modernist Period, the cracked mirror takes on a different meaning to 

become the central image of cubism, a movement Porter tends to reject.  Cubism depicts 

images “fragmented into multiple facets” such as the disjointed girl divided into cubes 

and segments in Picasso’s painting Girl with a Mandolin (fig. 18).  A print of this 

painting appears in Porter’s copy of Picasso.24  Alarcó traces cubism’s origins to the 

inspiration painters found in Cezanne’s portraits blending background and foreground, 

but he declares cubism’s earliest manifestations appeared in the works of Braque and 

Picasso: “[Little] by little the sitter lost his or her outlines as the body, fragmented into 

multiple facets, blended in a broken mirror, background and figure, interior and exterior, 

ceased to be separate elements; painting became a complex puzzle to be solved in the 

viewer’s gaze” (143).  Porter’s dislike of fragmentation in writing and the arts emerges in 

her comments.  From one of her letters, Porter criticizes The Making of America: Being a 

History of a Family’s Progress, 1906-1908 written by Stein, a friend to Picasso and a 

commentator on his works.  Porter writes the following:  

. . . it was a source book of characters for novelists; that almost every sort 
of nature and temperament was there mentioned and partially described, 
though there was no attempt to fill them out or carry their histories 
through . . . this seemed then to me what was wrong and still does.  Art 
does not imitate the shapelessness of life, that is, the shapeless, 
fragmentary life which most individuals see . . . .  (CE 278)25 

 
Porter objects to the kind of fragmentation that omits the “histories” and the 

“temperament” of important characters only “partially described.”  Revering the past for 

its role in the background behind her characters, Porter also honors historical 

developments by providing her literary iconographic figures with historical narrative 

backgrounds.  
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At her own discretion and for targeted purposes, Porter grants a few exceptions to 

her general refutation of artistic and literary fragmentation.  Her figures identified by only 

a few motifs bear similarities to the kind of “geometric simplification” found by Butler in 

early cubist paintings with “representational elements” that “are not much more than 

alluded to” (EM 56).  These figures, however, are not random, isolated characters.  As 

types they are historically linked to figures in previous eras and they are dramatically 

connected to multiple scenes in the narrative.  Porter’s figures may have photographic 

elements, but they are not featured in a cubist “snapshot.”  Serraller explains that during 

the Modernist Period, there developed a notion of portraiture as simply a photographic 

snapshot, reflecting an “absolute value” in a “notion of the temporal” as 

“‘instantaneous,’” a view which Serraller claims has “given rise to nihilism and the reign 

of the relative” (4-5).  Although Porter may incorporate into her stories a literary image 

resembling a photograph such as the picture of the late Amy in “Old Mortality,” the 

photograph does not extol the instantaneous.  Instead, the picture rcalls family ideals 

from the past (Edelstein 155).  The historical and dramatic characteristics of the 

iconographic protagonists in Porter’s narrative resist the inclination toward the merely 

instantaneous.   

In her depiction of the individual human in history, Porter organizes her fiction’s 

narrative patterns and their images to allow for limited periods of fragmentation in a 

character’s life while still privileging chronological time in the overall narrative.  Among 

her stories, both “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” and Pale Horse, Pale Rider present 

an unusually high amount of fragmentation for Porter’s stories.  The fragmentary portions 

of the narrative highlight different kinds of disruptive experiences in her character’s lives.  
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The stream of consciousness writing in “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” points to 

Granny’s disoriented state as her body breaks down when she is dying.  Miranda’s 

nightmarish dream, her feelings of love for Adam (CS 292), and her near fatal illness 

provide the occasions for the depiction of fragmentary time in Pale Horse, Pale Rider.  A 

kind of fragmentation more common to Porter’s stories are the visual grotesque, mask-

like visages appearing on character’s faces when they are transforming under the 

pressures of intense conflict, as in the case of the “corpse” on Miranda’s face when she 

realizes death tore Adam away from her and nearly took her life (CS 316).  Porter’s 

characters sometimes face experiences that cause them to feel momentarily disconnected 

from time, but time nevertheless maintains its integrity.  Within Porter’s stories there is 

an abiding sense that eras pass and season change as the bodies of people age.   

“The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” and Pale Horse, Pale Rider also share an 

unusual quality among Porter’s stories by using fragmentation in the narrative to depict 

her characters engaged in an attempt to encounter beings outside of time.  The stories 

provide an example of a practice among modernist fiction writers to push what Paul 

Ricoeur calls “the limits of narrativity” by attempting to “draw near the inscrutable” 

(Time, 3: 270-71).  In “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall,” Porter uses a stream of 

consciousness narrative to highlight Granny’s jumbled thoughts as she is dying.  In a 

passage using terminology from the Bible, the dying Granny endeavors to meet Jesus 

Christ, the “bridegroom” (CS 89; Matt. 25: 1).  When she nearly dies in Pale Horse, Pale 

Rider, Miranda sees a vision of dying people: “Moving towards her leisurely as clouds 

through the shimmering air came a great company of human beings, and Miranda saw in 

an amazement of joy that they were all the living she had known” (CS 311).  After she 
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becomes conscious following her “longest and loneliest night,” Miranda realizes that 

more than a month had passed (CS 313-14).  No matter what experience with beings her 

characters encounter, Porter presents protagonists as iconographic figures who remain 

immersed in the chronologically rich images of festive patterns.  Miranda’s recovery 

means that she is “once more safely in the road that would lead her again to death” (CS 

314).  Time controls Porter’s stories.   

Porter exploits artwork devices in a manner that emphasizes the workings of her 

own stories.  For instance, Porter’s adaptation of artwork iconographic figures and the 

stories that accompany them allows her to juxtapose narratives and then apply the 

significance of an outside narrative to her own story.  Behind the story of Granny’s dying 

after raising her children on a farm in Central Texas is the narrative of the iconographic 

figure Mary dying after raising Jesus in Galilee.  The implied comparison of the two 

narratives lends significance to Granny’s accomplishments and suggests Granny’s deeds 

are worth recalling throughout history.  Porter’s adaption of Matisse’s masks and allusive 

layering appears through Miranda’s mask-like face in a mirror.  A kind of double 

discourse surrounding the mirror and the mask occurs between late-Medieval and 

modernist artistic theories.  Reflecting modernist issues, questions arise about how much 

of Miranda’s progress as an artist is determined by her autonomous efforts to write 

articles for a newspaper, the culture in which men receive the choice story assignments, 

and the dingy environment of the city that wears Miranda down.  The answer reveals that 

sometimes nothing within a person’s control matters the most.  The results of death from 

war and disease, common in the folk carnival patterns of Rabelais’s sixteenth-century 

fiction, become the chief catalysts behind the job openings and her more expansive 
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perspective that will allow her to see and take advantage of the opportunities to come her 

way.   

Porter moves her literary iconographic figures through a narrative embedded with 

festive images to explore the dynamics of personal and cultural change within the passing 

of chronological time.  The kind of figures and festive conventions found in “The Jilting 

of Granny Weatherall” and Pale Horse, Pale Rider appears in many of her stories.  A part 

of Porter’s narrative pattern, Rabelais’s folk carnival images depicting marketplace, 

banquet, crowning-uncrowning, grotesque body, and mask conventions intersect with 

devices from modernist portraiture such as the mirror.  The combination results in layers 

of allusive meaning when Granny diminishes and Miranda matures.  Ultimately, the life-

death-birth cycle inherent in folk carnival dominates.  Granny the prototype pioneer 

woman dies to be succeeded by the next generation, and Miranda’s ordeal leads to a 

revelation of artistic possibilities in time.  Porter’s exploration of modernist issues and 

use of devices such as the mirror and the mask continue in her integration of elements 

from modernist primitivism and Mexican artwork, the focus of Chapter Three. 
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Notes 

1. In Pale Horse, Pale Rider, Miranda “examined her face in the mirror between the windows and 
decided that her uneasiness was not all imagination.” See CS 278. 

2. For a few examples, refer to Alvarez 310, 337, and 419.  

3. For a sampling of writing indicating Porter’s admiration for Eliot and Pound see CE 293-94, CE 
298-300, L 437, and C 62. 

4. For a few of her references to these writers see C 79-80, C 92, C 181, L 66, L 99, and L 564.  
Biographer Givner reports of Porter, “Her indispensable bedside text, replaced numerous times during her 
life, was The Confessions of St. Augustine.  See Givner, Katherine 101.  In the Katherine Anne Porter room 
Porter helped to set up at the University of Maryland, a tile from Mark Twain's demolished New York City 
townhouse sits on her writing desk.  The room also displays on the wall above the desk a frame containing 
a photograph of Twain and a note written by him.  She also kept in her papers a certificate of her 
membership in the International Mark Twain Society (KAPP). 

5. See 283, 294, 382, and 419. 

6. Her book collection includes two copies of Les Très Riches Heures de Duc de Berry, a copy of 
The Hours of Catherine of Cleves, and a copy of The Hours of Etienne Chevalier.  All of them contain 
numerous iconographic images.  See KAPP. 

7. See Gen. ch. 1 to Gen. ch. 5. 

8. To disseminate his method, Best-Maugard compiled a textbook for school children including 
many indigenous youths.  The textbook’s method was used from at least 1923-1932 in the Escuelas al Aire 
Libre designed to teach art as combining “freedom of expression with the analysis of visual culture.”  See 
Barbosa 285. 

9. A print of this drawing appears in Albrecht Dürer: Diary of His Journey to the Netherlands 
from Porter’s library.  See fig.  See Dürer fig. 48 and KAPP.  

10. See Cresswell, Julia. “Helen.” Dictionary of First Names. London: Bloomsbury P, 2000. 

11. To name only a few, other artists depicting the Death of the Virgin include Jean Fouquet, 
Andrea Mantegna, Michelangelo Caravaggio, Albrecht Dürer, and Rembrandt van Rijn. 

12. See Cresswell, Julia. “Cornelius.” Dictionary of First Names. London: Bloomsbury P, 2000. 
See “Jacob.” A Dictionary of First Names. Eds. Patrick Hanks and Flavia Hodges. Oxford: Oxford UP, 
1990.  See “Lydia.” Dictionary of First Names. London: Bloomsbury P, 2000. 

13. See Unrue 121.  To name only some of the festive and folk carnival images from Droll Peter, 
the book refers to “sausages” on 56, “processions, pageants” on 152, “masks” on 155, “Death” on 273, war 
on 277, “ridiculing the King” and 312,  “banquets” on 312, and a “physician” on 338.  

14. Two examples of critics finding hope in Porter’s fiction can be found in Caroline Gordon 147 
and Joseph Wiesenfarth, “Negatives” 93-94.  

From his book Katherine Anne Porter and The Art of Rejection, Nance writes, “The common 
quality which unites all Miss Porter’s characters is their conformity to the life-pattern represented by the 
rejection theme.  All those who are of sufficient stature to hold and act upon a conscious attitude toward 
life adhere deliberately to this pattern; in proportion as characters lack human dignity they have this same 
pattern thrust upon them by their instincts or by external circumstance.  The pattern is a completely 
negative one and the view of life which corresponds to it is one of unrelieved darkness.”  See 245.  

In his review of Ship of Fools, Stanley Kauffmann writes, “The book is thus less tragic than 
satiric; but satire about a huge complex of civilizations ceases to be satire and becomes misanthropy.”  See 
25. 

For a sampling of the rebellion theme see DiCicco 80, and for a longer list see DiCicco 97. 
 
15. Bakhtin classifies the “manifestations” of “one culture of folk carnival humor” under the broad 

categories of “Ritual spectacles,” “Comic verbal compositions,” and “Various genres of billingsgate.”  See 
R 4-5.  
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16. In addition to other marginalia, Porter writes “I found this in Basel in the summer of 1932” 
inside the following book: Hueffer, Ford Madox.  Hans Holbein the Younger: A Critical Monograph. 
London: Duckworth, 1905.  See KAPP. 

17. See Knackfuss 78.  See Knackfuss 102 for a description of Old Woman: Dance of Death.  

18. See Fig. 5 in Posada.  See KAPP. 

19. This analysis of Porter’s types considers some of the characteristics identified for Christian 
Biblical types discussed by Phillip Donnelly in Milton’s Scriptural Reasoning: Narrative and Protestant 
Toleration.  See 173-75. 

20. Joyce takes the initials of Lévy-Bruhl to name the characters Professor Loewy-Brueller, 
Professor Levi-Brullo, and Professor Llewelleys ap Bryllars.  See Spurr 275. 

21. For a few examples, see Alvarez 283, 288, and 292.  

22. See Cassou 41 and KAPP. 

23. See Unrue 138, M 98-99, and Hamk Lopez 75.  

24. See Cassou 74 and KAPP. 

25. She made these comments in a letter to Donald Sutherland dated June 2, 1953.  See CE 278. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

"The ‘Death and Resurrection’ pulque shop”:  
Iconographical Figures and Folk Carnival Humor in Mexican Settings1 

 
 

Ignoring the “cactus needles” in her feet on the way to sell her goods at the 

market, María Concepción in her “blue cotton rebozo” slips between maguey thorns 

bearing a “food basket” and “a dozen living fowls” (CS 3).  From these opening details, 

Porter’s choice of iconographic figures and festive patterns begins to emerge in “María 

Concepción,” one of Porter’s earliest stories.  Obviously iconographic, the character 

María Concepción alludes to the Catholic teaching of the Immaculate Conception 

frequently depicted in paintings and church artwork.  Festive patterns appear in the 

references to marketplace food “living fowls” and uncrowning caused by the thrashing 

“cactus needles” and “maguey thorns” (CS 3).  Porter’s literary rebozo and basket images 

also suggest her interest in folk art promulgated in Mexico during the years she lived 

there.  Mexican artists encouraged her appreciation of folk art and provided her with a 

vision of culture in the context of contemporary anthropology.  Stories such as “The 

Martyr” and “Flowering Judas” point to the prevalence of Porter’s attempt to mold her 

structure in a manner compatible with her developing understanding of culture and 

history.  In her earliest stories set in Mexico, Porter’s literary iconographic figures and 

festive patterns accentuate the plight of individuals caught in changes that carry broader 

consequences for the Mexican culture.  

In a certain sense, Porter came to short story writing through Mexican painters 

because they supported her creative efforts and encouraged her to visit Mexico, the 
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setting for her first published stories.  Thomas Walsh and other biographers have 

documented extensively Porter’s interactions with Mexican artists.  Porter recounts in an 

interview with Hank Lopez, “But in New York almost the first people I ran into were all 

these charming young Mexican artists, and Best-Maugard was among them” (C 121).  

She helped Best-Maugard by writing a libretto for Ballet Mexicana (Unrue 68), and she 

spent hours listening to his artistic theories as he painted the stage settings (Givner, 

Katherine 147).  Even more significantly, Best-Maugard and musician Ignacio Fernández 

Esperón encouraged Porter to go to Mexico City (M 5), a place where in the 1920s she 

met people influential in the Mexican arts movement including Manuel Gamio, Gerardo 

Murillo known as Dr. Atl, Diego Rivera, Xavier Guerrero, Miguel Covarrubias, and 

Jorge Enciso (M 49; M 61, M 65; C 122).  It would be through these people and other 

Mexicans that she would develop a familiarity with the theories of Boas and become 

most intimately acquainted with contemporary art.  The Mexican artists and intellectuals 

affected her understanding of modernism’s developments in a manner that shaped her 

innovative use of the figures and folk carnival patterns she developed to express concern 

and hope for people caught in the turmoil of the first half of the twentieth century.   

 
Folk Art and Contemporary Anthropology 

Folk art is an important component of the arts in Mexico.  By folk this study 

refers to a people with a common link, especially people connected by the same customs 

and a place where they or their ancestors have lived.  This definition expands upon Alan 

Dundes’s widely accepted definition of a folk group as “any group of people whatsoever 

who share at least one common factor” and whose members help to pass down that 

group’s traditions (2).  The academic study of folk occurs under the branch of cultural 
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anthropology, alternately known in Europe as ethnology.  Generally speaking, folk does 

not refer to a group of people such as cooks who share a similar interest but not the same 

place nor the same traditions.  Examples of a few folk groups relevant to Porter include 

the indigenous populations of Mexico, the villagers of Flanders during the 1500s, and 

Central Texas farmers at the start of the twentieth century.  Porter does not present the 

customs of folk groups simply to provide interesting local color.  Instead, there is a sense 

in which the literary iconographic figures, artifacts, and their interactions function to 

materialize the group, or accentuate the tangible and temporal components of a group’s 

culture.  Porter’s narrative patterns operate by placing characters through the folk 

carnival process to indicate the transformation of the characters and their folk group in  a 

crisis.  Even though the predicament often threatens the survival or identity of the 

individual and the group, a hopeful outcome for the group and its culture emerges by the 

end. 

Some uses of “folk” in the early twentieth century have been justly condemned, 

but Porter’s introduction to folk comes from a source recognized for combatting racial 

prejudice.  Criticism stems from some of the scholarly and political uses of folk 

categories: for introducing Darwinian interpretations of urban practices as the survival of 

subgroup customs and beliefs, for advocating primitivism that effectively belittles groups 

of people by classifying them as less advanced, and for allowing nation-building groups 

to take over scholarly historical research as in the case of Hitler’s Volkskunde movement 

(Jacobeit 81-82).  Porter’s familiarity with “folk” under the umbrella of cultural 

anthropology originated through her friendships with Best-Maugard and Gamio, both 

who studied and trained under Boas.  Her library contains a copy of Boas’s 1911 book, 
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The Mind of Primitive Man (KAPP).2  Boas received credit for successfully challenging 

Lewis Henry Morgan’s “unilineal social evolution” model whereby “all culture passed 

through three stages of savagery and three stages of barbarism before reaching 

civilization” (Browman and Givens 81).  Besides establishing the current contours of 

academic anthropology in the United States and serving as longtime editor of Journal of 

American Folklore, Boas worked to avoid the tendency toward scientific racism inherent 

in primitivism by valuing the particularity of each culture, pointing to the effect of 

environmental factors rather than heredity on the structure of human body, and 

emphasizing the historical factors contributing to the formation of each culture.3  Boas 

and his theories have had their critics, especially during the past fifty years, but he also 

has his defenders who recall his activities and written works combatting racial prejudice 

and upholding personal freedoms.4   

Porter’s introduction to folk art and awareness of folk customs occurred in the 

context of a Mexican artistic movement supported by government officials, including two 

men she knew, Secretary of Education José Vasconcelos and Gamio known as the father 

of contemporary Mexican anthropology (Alonso 466).  Her friend Mary Doherty claims 

Porter often visited the Aztec ruins and other sites with Gamio “while never sharing him 

with her other friends” (M 49).  Gamio, who had been director of the International School 

of American Archeology and Ethnology in Mexico City and who had been the director of 

the Mexican government’s Department of Anthropology, often gave Porter personal tours 

through Teotihuacán and other places of archeological and historical interest (M 48-50).5  

The knowledge of folk arts Porter gained in Mexico appears in her essay Outline of 
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Mexican Popular Arts and Crafts, written to accompany a traveling Mexican folk art 

exhibit to the United States (UEP 136). 

Besides promoting cultural anthropology and archeology in Mexico, Gamio 

worked as a social activist to improve the nutrition, education, and general living 

conditions in Mexico.  These efforts known as his Indigenismo program, however, have 

come under heavy fire for trying to assimilate the indigenous peoples into the mestizo 

population rather than accepting their native customs on their own terms.  Casey Walsh 

claims that Gamio followed a course of action, “rooted in Enlightenment humanism and 

the nineteenth-century evolutionary thinking of Lamarck, accepting the premise that 

environmental factors are fundamentally important to the biological and cultural 

development of human individuals” (120).  Based on his environmental emphasis, Gamio 

rallied for land redistribution policies to grant property to “landless sharecroppers and 

migrant agricultural workers” as the means to develop “modern, productive citizens” 

through the “dual cultivation of the land as well as its inhabitants” (Casey Walsh 135).  

Gamio’s relocation and education program known as indigenismo has received increasing 

criticism as an unsuccessful “eugenic social engineering” project and for attempting to 

change “Indians into ‘mestizos.’”6  

Although she at first supported the Mexican government’s poverty-fighting 

efforts such as Gamio’s land redistribution program (CS 402-03), Porter later became 

disillusioned with Mexican educational and artistic movements in the 1920s because they 

did not include any members of the indigenous populations among the decision makers.7   

Stout detects an imperialistic tone in Porter’s attitudes toward native populations 

(“South” 29), but passages from Porter’s works also may be interpreted as anti-
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imperialistic.  For example, at the end of “María Concepción,” the native villagers unite 

to triumph over the mestizo gendarmes law enforcement officers.  Their victory is an 

anti-imperialistic stand by an indigenous population against an outside authority (CS 20).   

Folk studies within the context of cultural anthropology raise the topic of culture. 

Sometimes used interchangeably with the word civilization, culture in this study refers to 

the behaviors and outward manifestations of a group and its individuals as they react to 

the group.  Furthermore, culture includes Eliot’s perspective as “the whole way of life of 

a people, from birth to the grave.”8  A few common uses of the word “culture” do not 

appear in this study.  For this study, culture is not Matthew Arnold’s “perfection in which 

the characters of beauty and intelligence are both present” or even an Eliot-like effort to 

cultivate “the human mind and spirit.”9  Relevant examples of a culture’s outward 

manifestations include art, rules, beliefs, social interactions, shared learning, and 

customs.  Compatible with Eliot’s warning that a culture is not only “the sum of distinct 

cultural activities” but also a “way of life” appears in the fictional depiction of lives in 

fiction, including Porter’s stories.  Eliot asserts that “to understand the culture is to 

understand the people, and this means an imaginative understanding” (Christianity 113).  

Because of her intense anthropological orientation, an important aspect of literature for 

Porter is its role as a manifestation of culture.  

The context of Porter’s fiction reflects the anxieties of contemporary 

anthropology and the hopefulness embedded in the literary folk carnival images.  When 

Eliot makes a statement referring to “the immense panorama of futility and anarchy 

which is contemporary history” and Porter claims “the world was heaving in the sickness 

of a millennial change,” Eliot and Porter are not making arbitrary grandiose statements.10  
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Familiar with the theories and writings of anthropologists themselves, Eliot and Porter 

speak a language common to contemporary anthropology. 11  In Franz Boas Social 

Activist: The Dynamics of Ethnicity, Marshall Hyatt uses a similar monumental tone in 

his biographical references to Boas and the years leading up to his life.  He asserts that 

during the last part of the 1800s, the United States “experienced a major transformation 

of values” following “a bloody civil war which altered America’s agrarian face 

irrevocably” and caused the country to experience “traumatic dislocations.”  Hyatt adds 

that at a time when people in the United States “grappled with the assorted dilemmas 

caused by frenzied industrialization, mass immigration from Europe and chaotic 

urbanization” on into the early twentieth century, Boas found himself caught in 

“wholesale disequilibrium” caused by “rapid modernization” (ix).  Using flamboyant 

language in her writing, Porter celebrates the arts and cultural artifacts by proclaiming 

“their names and their shapes and their uses and their basic meanings survive unchanged 

in all that matters through times of interruption, diminishment, neglect; they outlive 

governments and creeds and the societies, even the very civilizations that produced them” 

(CE 465).  As evolving cultural artifacts themselves, Porter’s figures and festive patterns 

suggest a guarded optimism in the face of individual suffering.  Porter’s arrangement of 

these images inherently expresses a hopeful future for folk cultures and a positive 

expectation for the arts, even in the presence of widespread turmoil.   

This study aims to prove the prevalence of Porter’s use of literary iconographic 

figures propelled through the operations of folk carnival and to consider some of the 

implications of these conventions.  In this examination of representative stories and 

devices, the analysis begins by identifying visual cultural manifestation, names, or motifs 
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that may act as a basis for an iconographic figure.  For the early stories based in Mexico, 

the starting point often is an allusion to a past recognizable figure such as a revolutionary 

soldier or a Biblical figure.  The stories present a new manifestation and at least a partial 

fulfillment of what these figures epitomize.  Then this investigation follows the workings 

of the folk carnival devices upon the figures moving through the plot.  The major folk 

carnival devices examined here fall under the categories of marketplace, banquet, 

crowning and uncrowning of king figures, grotesque body, and mask.  After interpreting 

Porter’s application of iconographic figures and the festive patterns, this investigation 

considers what White’s and Koselleck’s historical theories might reveal about Porter’s 

narrative strategy.   

 
“María Concepción” 

 In the story “María Concepción,” the name “María” and pieces of literary imagery 

combine to produce the complex figure María Concepción alluding simultaneously to 

indigenous Mexican women, Mary the mother of Jesus, and the Catholic Church.  As a 

figure, María Concepción functions iconographically.  Only a few motifs are required to 

identify an iconographic figure, which is further characterized by stories or allegories.  

Motifs that identify her as an indigenous village woman include the cactus she walks 

through and the “blue cotton rebozo” she wears (CS 3).  Motifs that confirm her 

connection to the Catholic Church are her Madonna-like bearing as a “woman carrying 

an unborn child,” her wearing the color blue typical of Mary mother of Jesus, and her 

name Concepción alluding to the Catholic Church’s feast of the Immaculate Conception.  

Typologically, María Concepción and her story as the indigenous woman of the twentieth 

century is prefigured by Mary and her story as the mother of Jesus from first century.  
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Mary, under the title of the Immaculate Conception, is the patroness of the United States 

and honored with a holy day of obligation on December 8.12  Her name hearkens back not 

only to the mother figure Mary in the Christian New Testament but also to the mother 

figure Eve from the Old Testament, for in Catholic teaching Mary is the new Eve.13  The 

story of María’s marriage to an iconographic indigenous laborer turned revolutionary 

functions to narrate the history of the relationship between the Mexican indigenous 

people and the Catholic Church in the events surrounding the Mexican Revolution.  

Iconographically, the name María signals the protagonist is a prototype for the women of 

Mexico.  Within the history of Mexico and its art, she stands in a line of prototypes and 

anticipates the artifacts of a future people.  

The protagonist María Concepción alludes to the iconographic figure of the 

Immaculate Conception often painted by artists.  Among the most famous depictions of 

this artwork image are those by Bartolomé Murillo, including his Escorial Immaculate 

Conception (fig. 19).  Although the date of its arrival is unknown, a copy of this painting 

hangs in the sacristy of Annunciation Catholic Church in downtown Houston, a church 

Porter attended in 1910 (Golasinski).  The painting presents Mary as a figure hovering in 

the clouds with uplifted eyes, a white dress, and a flowing blue cloak.  In Porter’s story, 

María Concepción wears a “blue cotton rebozo” suggesting the blue colors Mary figures 

frequently wear in paintings (CS 3).  The doctrine of the Immaculate Conception asserts 

that by virtue of her being the mother of Jesus Christ who is the redeemer of the world, 

Mary was immune from original sin when she was conceived.14  In contrast with the 

doctrine emphasizing Mary’s purity and humility, Porter’s story points to María 

Concepción’s exaggerated sense of her own righteousness.  Instead of exhibiting a purity 
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of heart, María Concepción is “always as proud as if she owned a hacienda” (CS 4).  This 

protagonist connected as she is to the feast of the Immaculate Conception and the patron 

saint of the United States represents the European influences on Mexico in Porter’s story.  

  María Rosa, the lover taken by María Concepción’s husband, also functions 

iconographically.  The name María Rosa alludes to one of Mary’s titles as the Mystical 

Rose and the flower most frequently associated with Mary, the mother of Jesus.   

 

 

Fig. 19.  Bartolomé Estebán Murillo. Escorial 
Immaculate Conception. 17th c. Painting. Museo 
del Prado, Madrid. ARTstor Slide Gallery.   
 

 

Fig. 20.  Our Lady of Guadalupe, Patroness of the 
Americas after the Original. 18th c. Painting. 
University of Texas, Austin. ARTstor Slide Gallery.   
 

 
Demonstrating her awareness of these relationships in her essay “The Flower of 

Flowers,” Porter explains the rose is “the flower of the Blessed Virgin” and adds that 

Mary is “herself the Mystical Rose” (CE 148).  Roses connect in a particular way to 

Mary as the patroness of Mexico under the title Our Lady of Guadalupe or the Virgin of 
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Guadalupe.  The iconographic figure of Our Lady of Guadalupe depicts an indigenous 

woman with downward-looking eyes wearing a rose-colored dress under her blue cloak.  

She is hovering slightly over the ground with her body surrounded by thick sun rays.  

According to the narrative of this figure’s origin, Mary first greeted indigenous Mexican 

Juan Diego on December 9, 1531, at a place just northwest of Mexico City.15  Then she 

told Juan to ask the bishop to build a church in her honor and gave Juan roses as a sign 

that she had appeared.  In the story, when Juan opened his tilma filled with roses for the 

bishop, the cloth bore the image of Our Lady of Guadalupe (fig. 20), an image which 

remains on display in the city’s Basilica de Santa María Guadalupe and which Porter had 

seen (CE 396-97).16  Comparing the narrative behind the iconography to Porter’s story, 

just as Juan Diego and by association many Mexicans consider Our Lady of Guadalupe 

with great affection and esteem, so too Juan Villegas says María Rosa “pleases me more 

than any other woman” (CS 12).  Although both refer to the same person, the figure of 

the Immaculate Conception through María Concepción and the figure of Our Lady of 

Guadalupe through María Rosa portray the meeting of the European culture with the 

indigenous culture of Mexico, respectively. 

The linking of María Concepción to María Rosa constitutes a complex double 

image, calling to mind the double image reflected by a mirror for a self-portrait and the 

carnivalesque double.  In a self-portrait artwork image, the roles of the subject, artist, and 

viewer unite.  A clue that the two Marías comprise a self-portrait is the statement by two 

biographers that Maria is one of the saints’ names Porter chose for herself when she 

converted to Catholicism.17  Modernist painters are famous for creatively developing and 

trying on identities; similarly, in “María Concepción” Porter tries on the identities of 
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indigenous women in Mexico just as she posed as a Mexican Indian in a photograph (M 

xvi).  A self-portrait allows a viewer to see a painter attempting to capture his or her 

identity and, through the background setting, watch the interaction between the artist and 

the world.  Besides commenting on the changes facing the Mexican people, Porter uses 

the two Marías to evaluate her progress and identity as a fiction writer through her 

encounters with Mexican artists and Mexican culture.  The carnivalesque, two-faced 

Janus image of the two Marías operates by conveying the “official, ecclesiastical face” of 

the past and by presenting “the people’s hopes of a happier future.”  The two faces also 

emphasize “the element of change and renewal” (R 81).  Through the two Marias, Porter 

points to her own moment of change and her sense of renewal as she developed into a 

fiction writer because of her encounter with the Mexican culture. 

Porter posits Juan Diego as a prefigurement of Juan Villegas.  The iconographic 

figure Villegas bears the same first name as his predecessor, wears the motif of “white 

cotton trousers,” and delights in a María closely associated with roses (CS 10; 12).  

Conversely, the story presents twentieth-century revolutionary Juan Villegas as a partial 

fulfillment of the indigenous hopes borne by Juan Diego.  With a last name resembling 

the word “village,” Villegas represents a common village man who expects the revolution 

to improve his situation.  Taking María Rosa with him, Villegas “went to war” carrying 

“a rifle at his shoulder and two pistols at his belt” (CS 8).  Although Porter’s position 

would change, in this tale written during a time when she was optimistic about the 

Mexican Revolution and disillusioned with the Catholic Church, Porter portrays the 

revolutionary cause as having the potential to improve the lives of the indigenous people. 
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Fig. 21.  José Guadalupe Posada. 
Revolutionary Calavera. 1910-1912. 
Engraving. University of Texas, Austin. 
ARTstor Slide Gallery. 
 

 

Fig. 22.  José Guadalupe Posada. Calavera 
Revolucionaria.  n.d. Engraving. La Galeria 
Virtual. InfoMorelos.com. 2002. Web. 29 
Mar. 2012.  
 

 

 

Fig. 23.  José Guadalupe Posada. The Pantheon of 
Zapata. 1910-1912. Engraving. University of Texas, 
Austin. ARTstor Slide Gallery. 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 24.  José Guadalupe Posada.  Emiliano Zapata. c. 
1910-1912.  Engraving.  University of Texas, Austin.  
ARTstor Slide Gallery. 
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Fig. 25.  José Guadalupe Posada. Oxaca Calavera. 19th c. Engraving. University of Texas, Austin. ARTstor 
Slide Gallery.  
 

 

Fig. 26.  José Guadalupe Posada. Corrido of the Four 
Zapata Followers Executed by Firing Squad. 1910-1912. 
Engraving. University of Texas, Austin. ARTstor Slide 
Gallery. 

 

Fig. 27.  Francisco de Goya. The Third of May 
1808. 1814. Oil on Canvas. Museo de Prado, 
Madrid. ARTstor Slide Gallery. 

 
Familiar to Porter, Posada’s engravings contain motifs matching the description 

of Juan Diego and revolutionary figures.  Posada’s work Pantheon of Zapata (fig. 23) 

pictures sixteenth-century Juan Diego in the act of opening his tilma to the bishop with 

roses tumbling out and the image of Our Lady of Guadalupe appearing on the cloak.  
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Posada’s lightly bearded Juan Diego bears a similarity to Porter’s description of Villegas 

who has a “small soft black beard growing sparsely on his lips, his chin, leaving his 

brown cheeks girl-smooth” (CS 10).  The reference to the popular revolutionary general 

Emiliano Zapata in the title suggests Posada’s sympathy for the revolution and the visual 

image links past events surrounding the Virgin of Guadalupe story with the current 

destiny of the Mexican people.  Zapata appears as Posada’s subject in Emiliano Zapata 

(fig. 24) and in the title Corrido of the Four Zapata Followers Executed by Firing Squad 

(fig. 26), a work which alludes through the figures’ postures to Francisco Goya’s The 

Third of May 1808 (fig. 27).  Several of Posada’s skeletal calaveras more directly refer to 

twentieth-century revolutionaries carrying weapons.  A female skeleton in Revolutionary 

Calavera (fig. 21) carries a pistol while riding a horse; a male skeleton in Calavera 

Revolucionaria (fig. 22) carries a rifle, two swords, and two ammunition belts.  Porter’s 

María Rosa “wore a rifle” and “[a]fter battles she went out with the others to salvage 

clothing and ammunition and guns from the slain”. . . (CS 8).  Similar to Posada’s 

Calavera Revolucionaria (fig. 22) and Oxaca Calavera (fig. 25), Porter’s Juan wears a 

“hat, of unreasonable dimensions and embroidered with silver thread” and behaves in a 

manner that exposes him to the danger of being “shot.”  Also common to many of the 

calaveras from Posada’s prints, Porter’s Juan is “laughing strangely, his teeth, both rows 

gleaming behind the small soft black beard growing” (CS 10).  

Just as in “the Jilting of Granny Weatherall” and Pale Horse, Pale Rider 

discussed in Chapter One, Porter’s figures functioning iconographically.in “María 

Concepción” pass through the workings of what Bakhtin calls folk carnival humor.  

Artistic considerations enter the process from both from the perspective of the literary 
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figures analogous to iconographic figures and from the perspective of folk carnival which 

operates on the border between life and art.  The changes facing María Concepción refer 

both to the literary character and to depictions of Mary in the Mexican visual arts as the 

artwork of the early twentieth century moves farther from the influences of Catholic 

iconography and the Colonial Period to the influences of folk art and the Modernist 

Period.  The “life” aspect of folk carnival includes the agricultural cycles being copied 

and the folk practices in the streets.  The artistic elements of folk carnival appear at the 

intersection of street folk practices and dramatic exhibitions which often occur with 

festival masks that can be works of art themselves.  Paintings and prints by artists such as 

Posada portray the folk action in their artwork and writers describe carnival actions or, as 

in Porter’s case, insert descriptive images from festivals and carnival into their stories 

which can loosely be described as literary “art.”  Both Porter’s figures operating 

iconographically and her folk carnival devices function like art through their reliance 

upon images to convey meaning.  The feast day and folk carnival celebrations in the 

streets of Mexico during Porter’s visits to the country highlight the “interdisciplinary” 

aspects of these cultural practices which can alternately fall under the liberal arts fields of 

theater, art, and literature.  The Baktinian folk carnival categories analyzed in this study 

include the marketplace, banquet, crown-uncrowning, grotesque body, and mask. 

Like the The Histories of Gargantua and Pantagruel by Rabelais, Porter’s story 

contains a profusion of marketplace devices.  The literary marketplace food and kitchen 

images include a “dozen living fowls” for the market and María Rosa’s “cooking pots” 

for soldier provisions (CS 3; 8).  The village surroundings contain a “fresh crust of 

honey,” “ripening cactus-figs, peaches and melons,” and “pungent berries dangling from 
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the pepper-trees” (CS 4; 12).  The cultural artifacts metonymically identify the figures in 

“María Concepción” with Mexico.  Food and kitchen images are universal to all cultures, 

yet the food sold in the market and the kitchen equipment used to prepare them in “María 

Concepción” come from a particular village in Mexico; therefore, the culinary imagery 

refers to both a cosmic world and a particular village.  Bakhtin explains “Rabelaisian 

images” work by connecting “a broad universalism and utopianism with extraordinary 

concrete, obvious, and vivid traits, strictly localized and technically precise” (R 185).  

That Porter places a high value on the simultaneous combination of particular and 

universal appears in a compliment she gave to author James Agee as “a first-rate artist, a 

wonderful example of the regional, the particular, used in such a way that the meaning is 

universal” (C 31). 

Additional significant marketplace devices appear in the cursing and the literary 

medical images.  Rabelais’s vendors alternately praise and curse the crowds in the 

marketplace.  Their language announces both a hoped for renewal of the official culture 

and a refusal “to conform to conventions, to etiquette, civility, respectability” (R 187).  In 

a similar manner, Juan “bowed to the officer” of the prison in a gesture of praise but 

shortly afterward curses the prison official: “Glittering epithets tumbled over one another 

like explosions of a rocket.  All the scandalous analogies from the animal and vegetable 

worlds were applied in a vivid, unique and personal way to the life, loves, and family 

history of the officer who had just set him free” (CS 11).  The apothecary selling 

medicinal remedies and the physician “with a special relation to childbirth and the throes 

of death” play a prominent role in Rabelais’s marketplace (R 183; 179).  In like manner, 

Lupe is a “medicine woman” selling “charred owl bones” and “singed rabbit fur” (CS 4).  
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She “helped the baby to be born at once” during María Rosa’s delivery and was “at the 

back of the house grinding tomatoes and peppers” during María Rosa’s murder (CS 4; 10; 

17).  The folk carnival microcosm-macrocosm image of “tomatoes and peppers” 

combines with an expectation of new life in the organic death-to-life medical images to 

indicate hope in a material world. 

A second related set of conventions noted by Bakhtin appearing in “María 

Concepción” are the devices surrounding the banquet.  Bakhtin writes, “Feasting is part 

of every folk merriment” (R 279).  An impressive eater, Juan suits the banquet setting.  

Following his release from prison Juan “ate a great deal” with “the occasion being better 

than a feast day.”  He later “invited every man in the ‘Death and Resurrection’ pulque 

shop to drink with him” (CS 12-13).  Within the folk tradition, Juan’s excessive eating 

and drinking accentuate what Bakhtin calls a “mighty aspiration to abundance” as well as 

the communal and universal triumphing of the banquet, the body taking in the world’s 

goods instead of being consumed by the world, and life conquering death (R 278; R 283-

85).  Juan escapes the revolution with his life, narrowly misses a firing squad, slips away 

from prison, and becomes the father of a baby son, indicating the continuation of the 

village culture (CS 10-13).  The village eating and drinking celebration at Juan’s release 

signals a yearning of the people to live a life of abundance, free from the rule of 

government authority.  

 A third category of conventions Bakhtin finds in Rabelais’s The Histories of 

Gargantua and Pantagruel is the set of behaviors surrounding the ritualistic beatings, 

crowning, and uncrowning of a king figure to indicate the old making way for the new.  

Kingly imagery and pride mark both María Concepción and Juan Villegas.  The story’s 
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archeologist Givens notes that María’s “grand manner sometimes reminded him of 

royalty” (CS 7), and the people of the village look at her misfortunes and comment that 

“she was being punished for her pride” (CS 8-9).  After his release from prison and “with 

a definite swagger about him,” Juan’s hair “sprang up suddenly in a cloudy thatch on his 

crown” (CS 10-11).  The “royalty,” “pride,” “swagger,” and “crown” are common kingly 

attributes.  Both María Concepción and Juan face token ritualistic thrashings that point to 

their downfall.  Cactus thorns prick her when she walks and later Juan tries “to beat 

María Concepción by way of reestablishing himself in his legal household” (CS 3; 12-

13).  Bakhtin explains that the ritualistic beatings often occur to the beat of a drum in a 

merry, “bacchic” banquet atmosphere (R 204).  Juan faces a “drumhead” court, and María 

Concepción strikes back at Juan when he attempts to hit her.  Bakhtin adds, “The abuse 

and thrashing are equivalent to a change of costume, to a metamorphosis. Abuse reveals 

the other, true face of the abused, it tears off his disguise and mask. It is the king’s 

uncrowning” (R 197).   

The worst of the thrashing occurs to María Rosa, María Concepción’s double.  

From the minor action when “Juan lifted one of María Rosa’s loosened braids and 

slapped her neck with it playfully” to his more ominous comment that when “she talks 

too much, I slap her,” Juan beats María Rosa.  Even more seriously, María Concepción 

slashes and kills María Rosa with a knife for having run away with her husband.  The 

purpose of death and the ritualized beatings in “María Concepción” is to bring low what 

is false and inflated for the renewal of the community (R 197).  Recognizing Juan and 

María Rosa’s disregard for the village people as well as the “grief” and “anger” behind 
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María Concepción’s actions, the indigenous villagers resist the mestizo police officers 

seeking the murderer:   

They were around her, speaking for her, defending her, the forces of life 
were ranged invincibly with her against the beaten dead.  María Rosa had 
thrown away her share of strength in them, she lay forfeited among them. 
María Concepción looked from one to the other of the circling, intent 
faces.  Their eyes gave reassurance, understanding, a secret and mighty 
sympathy.  (20) 
 

The village supports María Concepción’s reentry into village life as its members stand 

“around her, speaking for her, defending her . . . against the beaten dead.”  The villager’s 

“eyes gave reassurance” to María Concepción as they also incorporate Juan and María 

Rosa’s child back into the community.  The thrashing is part of an event to reintegrate the 

characters into the community. 

Porter’s uncrowning conventions as part of the life, death, rebirth cycle differ 

from Rabelais’s process in that she decreases Rabelais’s accent on the renewing 

properties of human sexual organs and increases her emphasis on the fertility associated 

with the land.   Using language from Porter’s writings on folk art, María Concepción’s 

uncrowning leads to a rebirth in her “own earth” and her “native tradition” (UEP 167-

68).  When she touches the ground, María Concepción experiences the death-life-renewal 

workings of the earth.  She walks through “the white dusty road” on her way to the 

marketplace (CS 3).  Walking “across the plowed fields” after her husband returns and on 

her way to murder María Rosa, “her feet were as heavy as if she were mired in the muddy 

roads” (CS 13-14).  After the killing, María Concepción “got down on her knees, 

crawling toward” Juan, then “bent over, face almost on the ground” and fetched the knife 

“her feet slipping along the hard earth floor” (CS 14-15).  It is common for a king figure 

to fall to the ground during a ritual slashing and uncrowning, but repeated references to 
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the ground indicate that earth is an unusually important element of Porter’s festive pattern 

as it operates in her structure.  

  In part, Porter’s emphasis on the land springs from her fascination with 

anthropology and Gamio’s work.  His influence upon her artistic sensibilities within the 

context of a land-oriented culture is difficult to overestimate.  From her trips to 

archeological sites with Gamio discussed in “Notes on Teotihuacan,” Porter writes about 

the stratified ruins delineating civilizations (UEP 104-05).  In Outline of Mexican 

Popular Arts and Crafts, she gives a short history of Mexican art from different eras and 

describes regional cultural artifacts for a proposed traveling art exhibit including pottery 

from Puebla and woven garments from Oaxaca.18  The story “María Concepción” assigns 

a key role to an archeologist, which supports the story’s focus on culture.  Grounded in a 

trench, archeologist Givens periodically shouts for joy with a human skull or a piece of a 

pot in his hand as he raises his head above a mound of dirt.  In the village, most “of the 

men of the community worked for Givens, helping him to uncover the lost city of their 

ancestors.”  They digged throughout the year for “small clay heads and bits of pottery and 

fragments of painted walls” (CS 6-7). 

The character Givens burrows into the land and immerses himself in its past, 

much like anthropologist Gamio and archeologist David Niven, whose excavations in 

Azcapotzalco Porter saw shortly after she first arrived in Mexico and whom she wrote 

about in her essay “The Charmed Life” (M 22).  Divided and recombined, the words 

Gamio and Niven become the name “Givens.”  More than just a representative of Niven 

that Walsh identifies (M 22), Gamio was known as an archeologist by Porter (CE 414).  

Gamio conducted his excavations at the Aztec capital site of Tenochtitlan off Mexico 
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City’s Central Plaza and the pyramids at Teotihuacan in a valley outside and to the 

northeast of the city.19  

Compatible with his regard for the particularity of each culture, Boas supported 

the employment of the stratigraphic method in archeological digs.  Rather than randomly 

gathering artifacts from holes in the ground and sorting them later, stratigraphy catalogs 

items according to the layers where they appear.  Boas coordinated one of the earliest 

uses of stratigraphy in the Americas.  After he helped to establish the International 

School of American Archeology and Ethnology in Mexico City in 1910, Boas supervised 

Gamio—his first doctoral student in the field of archeology—in the “stratigraphic 

excavations of an adobe brickyard at San Miguel Amantla” in 1911 (Browman and 

Givens 89-90).  The concept of distinct strata, “superimposed layer upon layer,” has 

profound implications for Porter’s figures functioning iconographically (UEP 104).  On 

the one hand, the cultural artifacts metonymically help to identify the characters as 

members of a particular group.  On the other hand, the similarities among the cultural 

artifacts help to underscore the historical links between the characters and their ancestors.  

A further implication is Porter’s treatment of time.  Pound uses his metonymy to “refer to 

‘real’ elements” within “‘an instant of time’” (Childs 37).  By contrast, Porter uses her 

metonymy to signify “real” objects, or phenomena such as culinary utensils, within 

ongoing, chronological time.  Porter’s use of chronological time appears inherently 

within the literary structure of festive patterns, iconographic figures, and the standard plot 

of a short story, as well as in her images of cultural artifacts typically recovered from the 

stratified layers of an archeological dig. 
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Besides archeological considerations, the land receives emphasis as an 

agricultural source linked to artistic production.  In her essay Outline of Mexican Popular 

Arts and Crafts, Porter writes on the dangers of an artist being “removed from his 

fructifying contact with his mother earth.”  She extols the local artisans who have in their 

“own earth” the source of their “strength and happiness” (UEP 167-68).  When María 

Concepción “walked carefully” in “the middle of the white dusty road” and “set off 

across a plowed field” she comes into contact with the fructifying soil under her feet (CS 

3; 13).  Like artists enriched by their land, María Concepción is one of the Mexican 

people whose “lives are bound to this beloved earth: gray-brown, fertile.”  The land is 

like a “tired man asleep,” a latent force ready to provide the nutrients for the crops and 

culture of succeeding generations (UEP 167-68).   

A fourth category of conventions Bakhtin finds in Rabelais’s works is the 

presence of the grotesque body, which can arise in the marketplace, at a banquet, and 

during a king’s uncrowning.  Many of these grotesque conventions functioning in their 

standard manner appear in “María Concepción.”  Designating the grotesque are such 

symptoms as a “gaping mouth, the protruding eyes, sweat, trembling, suffocation” and a 

“swollen face” (R 308).  María Concepción’s mouth with “the shape of crying” and her 

“head where the sweat formed steadily and poured down her face” are common folk 

carnival childbirth symptoms (CS 13).  In her frenzied grief, María Concepción murders 

María Rosa, whose twisted, punctured, grotesque body with “a mass of crooked, half-

healed wounds” on its feet, recently has yielded a child.  The death, the wounds, and the 

childbirth indicate the boundary between her body and the outside world has broken 

down (CS 12).   
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From the perspective of folk carnival humor, the orifices and cuts on María 

Rosa’s body are also the points of connection and regeneration with “natural phenomena, 

with mountains, rivers, seas, islands, and continents” (R 318).  Her grotesque body is 

“cosmic and universal” and designating the process of “becoming” for her child, the 

surrounding community, and her double, María Concepción (R 308).  In the festive 

pattern, death connects to new life, old age with youth, and thrashings with birth: “The 

events of the grotesque sphere are always developed on the boundary dividing one body 

from the other and, as it were, at their points of intersection.  One body offers its death, 

the other its birth, but they are merged in a two-bodied image” (R 322).  The dynamics of 

the grotesque help to prove that Porter is not severing her character’s relationship with 

the past and history because through “the endless chain of bodily life” the double body  

“retains the parts in which one link joins the other, in which the life of one body is born 

from the death of the preceding” (R 318).  The grotesque body expresses change but not a 

radical separation. 

The mask often appears in conjunction with literary images of the grotesque body.  

María Concepción’s mouth with “the shape of crying” functions like a mask which 

Bakhtin asserts is “connected with the joy of change” and “rejects conformity to oneself” 

(39-40).  Bakhtin asserts that during the Romantic Period of the 1800s the mask 

developed into a somber object suggesting that the person behind the mask becomes 

subject to an “alien inhuman force, which rules over men by turning them into 

marionettes” (40).  Porter has no trouble layering merry nonconformity with elements of 

horror in her stories.  Juan’s drunken antics at the pulque shop mix with Marías “dark 

confused memory of grief” (CS 12-13).  The mask’s varied functions have forerunners 
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from the Late Medieval Period.  In his “The Renaissance Theory of Art and the Rise of 

Landscapes,” E.H. Gombrich explains a painter may use “monstrosities to arouse his fear, 

his amusement and laughter or even his compassion, he is their Lord and Creator” (111).  

Porter uses the term “monsters” to describe some of her grotesqueries and characters with 

mask-like features (CE 439), but it is important not to over-emphasize the terror implicit 

in the images.  Within the structure of the festive pattern, Porter reduces masks to what 

she calls “monsters” and defeats them using thrashing conventions.  Although some of 

the story’s diction may be sorrowful, anxious, or disturbing, the reader can expect a 

positive future for the villagers because the arrangement of literary images inherently 

anticipates new opportunities ahead.  Furthermore, the monsters which are sometimes 

merry themselves do not cancel out the numerous humorous touches.  At the end of 

“María Concepción,” the medicine woman’s story about the “footsteps” that “fell as the 

tread of the spirit of evil” tricks the police officers.  Her tomfoolery alerts the reader that 

much in the story should be understood within the confines of merriment (CS 19).   

The masks in Porter’s stories receive some of their shape through the influence of 

Best-Maugard.  Porter includes references to masks in her study, Outline of Mexican 

Popular Arts and Crafts, written with the input of Best-Maugard to accompany a 

travelling exhibit of Mexican art.20  In this study in which “myself and the Mexican 

artists and archaeologists in Mexico” were “passionately interested in the Indian and 

Mexican popular arts” (C 125), Porter refers to a hypothetical student recovering “five 

curiously unrelated types of masks and faces” from different layers of dirt (UEP 141).  

From the early Mexican civilization of the Nahoas, she describes how “the modelled 

[stet] portraits of men are masks with holes gouged to represent eyes and mouths” and at 
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a later era, the descendants produce “masks for festivals, beads of jade and jadeite 

skillfully cut and polished” (UEP 146).  From the article “Las Mascaras/Masks” written 

for Mexican Folkways, Best-Maugard discusses the modernist exploration of self-

construction.  He asserts the mask “transforms and protects us, gives us other 

personalities and preserves our own hidden self behind the mask” (126).  Alternately, 

Best-Maugard claims a motive for wearing masks may be “that each one tries to appear 

as perfect, according to his judgment, as it is possible to be, as he would like to be, thus 

approaching what he considers the ideal” (122).  

 
Primitivism and Porter’s Masks 

 
 Masks are frequently associated with primitivism, a movement involving many 

artists and writers including Porter in her use of literary images.  Among its 

characteristics, primitivism can appear as “a fearless confrontation with the irrational” or 

a questioning of “all rationality” (EM 138; 186).  Unless otherwise indicated, primitivism 

in this study refers to a European-based artistic and literary movement that peaked during 

the early Modernist Period and drew attention to other cultures considered ancient, 

exotic, or savage.  Stemming from such events as the European colonization of other 

continents and the spread of Darwin’s theories in On the Origin of Species, primitivism 

points to a time when many Westerners classified other societies as less advanced and 

sometimes less important.  Barkan and Bush, in their outline of the historical 

developments when primitivism burst upon the artistic scene, remark that as “primitive 

painting came increasingly to connote the geographically exotic ‘savage’” then “the neo-

primitivist painters in France were branded Fauves—wild beasts” (2).  A leader of 

Fauvism and one of Porter’s favorite artists, Matisse receives credit as one of the first 
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painters to produce works classified as primitive paintings.  Togovnick discusses the 

links forged among primitive art, modernist art, literature, and philosophy through the 

efforts of Roger Fry: “Like others in the art world, he thought primitive and modern art 

twin phenomena—and scripted both as attempts to rescue art from the morass of 

photographic representation and narrative” (86-87).  She criticizes primitivism for in its 

attempt to find “the universal truth about human nature” choosing ”primitive societies as 

the testing ground,” and for not paying attention to “the diversity of primitive life” (7-9).   

  In his work, Katherine Anne Porter’s Artistic Development: Primitivism, 

Traditionalism, and Totalitarianism, Robert Brinkmeyer follows the emergence and 

disappearance of primitivism in Porter’s early stories.  He finds primitivism prevailing in 

María Concepción, a story which he asserts “celebrates the deep-seated power of the 

instinctual self” over the “usurping forces of modern civilization” (48).  Indicating the 

frequent intersection of primitivism and masks, literary face images with arrested features 

appear in the stories that Brinkmeyer identifies with primitivism.  The protagonist from 

“María Concepción” is “stone” and “gaunt.”  Her “face was so changed and blind-

looking” (CS 9) and “eyes were sunken” (CS 9-10).  With a frozen countenance like a 

mask, María Rosa has a “mouth drooped sharply at the corners in a grimace of weeping 

arrested half-way” (CS 17).  Brinkmeyer interprets “Virgen Violeta” as an exploration of 

primitive “primal forces” in a “modern society structured to repress and deny them” (49).  

The character Blanca has a mask-like face that “looked very vague and faraway, like a 

distressed doll’s” (CS 28).  Her seducer Carlos, whose “mouth smiled tightly” and “pale, 

fluffy eyebrows were arched,” displays animal mask features in the image of his “bright 

and shallow eyes, almost like the eyes of Pepe, the macaw” (CS 29).   
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 Besides her fiction, undertones of primitivism emerge in Porter’s early nonfiction 

when she writes about the relationship among layers of an archeological dig in 

Teotihuacan: “In all the ruins uncovered, superimposed layer upon layer, there is kinship 

of spirit and ideal from one to the other, the old bequeathing to the new some part of 

itself, the new accepting unconsciously, as it should be. . .” (UEP 104).  The phrases “the 

old bequeathing” and the “new accepting unconsciously” carry strong echoes of 

primitivist, non-rational, deep-seated forces at work in artifacts.  Bearing in mind Porter’s 

early stories, Brinkmeyer claims “primitivism gave Porter an initial reference point for 

structuring her thinking and her art, but eventually that foundation, under pressure from 

her increasing skepticism, gave way . . .” (56).  A more accurate way to describe Porter’s 

starting influences, however, would be to say that in addition to primitivism, her early 

interests include iconography, folk art, contemporary anthropology, festive patterns, 

literary classics, and Modernist Period artwork.  

A key to understanding Porter’s break with primitivism is to recognize the 

theoretical underpinnings of her preferred version of contemporary anthropology.  Porter 

admired both Gamio and Eliot who share a common link through their involvement with 

anthropology.  Her structure, however, inclines toward the influence of Boas through 

Gamio rather than Eliot.  Having written about Lucien Lévy-Bruhl while at Harvard, 

Eliot applied Lévy-Bruhl’s ideas to his own literary theories, especially those appearing 

in “Tradition and the Individual Talent.”21  Spurr explains Lévy-Bruhl’s understanding of 

“the primitive mind” apprehending “objects and their mystical properties . . . as ‘an 

integral, synthetic whole’” becomes the basis for Eliot’s theories on “the individual 

poetic process” (270).  Boas opposes tenets of Lévy-Bruhl’s La mentalité primitive 
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published in 1910.  Torgovnick states, “The Mind of Primitive Man by Franz Boas was 

first published in 1911 and rebutted Lévy-Bruhl’s theories as well as evolutionist 

perspectives more generally, claiming that primitive language, speech, music, and social 

customs have great complexity, though being different, are likely to be misunderstood by 

Western observers” (249).  Boas attacked evolutionary models lumping sections of the 

past under the categories of “savagery” and “barbarism” (Browman and Givens 81).   

Perhaps none of Porter’s fiction so obviously depicts Porter experimenting with 

what is now the controversial attitude of primitivism, often linked with folk traditions in 

Modernist Period artwork, as in the scenes building up to the climax of the story “María 

Concepción.”  On her way to confront her rival, María falls to the ground and soon a 

“tight dumb knot of suffering suddenly broke with shocking violence.”  Following this 

scene of her encounter with her primal instincts, she arises as a transformed being 

overwhelmed by an urge to kill (CS 15).  Several years after the story’s 1922 publication, 

Porter continues to write about individuals experiencing change, but she lets go of 

references to the underlying forces of primitivism.  She relies more upon the change 

inherent within iconographic figures and festive patterns.  These figures and patterns 

appear prominently in her other fiction set in Mexico as well. 

 
“The Martyr” 

 In Porter’s story “The Martyr,” the figure Ruben passes through folk carnival 

conventions.  The illustrious mural painter Rubén engages in an overeating binge after his 

lover Isabel rejects him.  Following weeks of gluttonous eating, the obese painter dies 

beside “the dish of tamales and pepper gravy he had been eating” (CS 37).  

Iconographically, the character Rubén alludes to Mexican artist Diego Rivera, identified 
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by the motifs of the artist’s large size and his mural painting.  Rivera’s large proportions 

appear in the caricature Portrait of Diego Rivera (fig. 28) drawn by Miguel Covarrubias 

for the cultural journal La Fuenta in 1923 (Williams 11).  The character Rubén’s 

overweight condition becomes obvious when “his collars suddenly refused to meet under 

his chin” (CS 35).  The nineteen female figures mentioned on Rubén’s mural identify the 

painting as Rivera’s Creation in the Bolivar Amphitheater of the National Preparatory 

School in Mexico City, as noted by Alvarez (CS 35; 307).   

The protagonist’s name iconographically refers to the early seventeenth-century 

Flemish painter Peter Paul Rubens as the prefigurement of Porter’s Rubén.  Peter Paul 

Rubens, whose first wife’s name of Isabella is a variation of the name of Ruben’s lover 

Isabel (Wedgewood 55), was known for painting corpulent women (fig. 29) in paintings 

such as Venus before a Mirror (Wedgewood 152).  A past literary narrative suggested by 

Rubén’s size is Rabelais’s story of Gargantua’s monstrous eating and drinking.  

Beginning his life with overindulgence, Gargantua cries “Drink! drink! drink!” at his 

birth, causing his caretakers to obtain “for him seventeen thousand nine hundred and 

thirteen cows from Pontille and Bréhémont for his everyday supplies of milk” (Rabelais 

20; 22).  “The Martyr” refers to the narrative behind the Mexican arts movement which 

supported the artistic and educational nation-building efforts of governmental leaders 

during the 1920s.  Covarrubias, one of the artists from the movement, appears in the story 

under the name Ramón, described as the man “who did caricatures, and heads of pretty 

girls for the magazines” (CS 35).  During the 1920s, Covarrubias became famous for his 

caricatures in Latin America and eventually in the United States. 
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Although some folk carnival marketplace conventions occur with the selling of 

food in “a small café called ‘The Little Monkeys’” (CS 37), the bulk of the story’s festive  

 

Fig. 28.  Miguel Covarrubias. Portrait of 
Diego Rivera. c. 1920s. Ink and watercolor on 
paper. Exhibited at El Museo del Barrio, New 
York. ARTstor Slide Gallery.   

 

Fig. 29.  Peter Paul Rubens. Venus Before a Mirror. 1614-
1615. Oil on Wood. Liechenstein Museum, Vienna. 
ARTstor Slide Gallery.   

 
images arise through banquet eating and drinking.  After receiving a “farewell note” from 

Isabel, Rubén responds by continually munching the local “crisp sweet cakes” called 

“churro” because that is what she called him. At his studio he eats “sweets and fruits and 

almond cakes.”   Out to dinner with his friends, he consumes “huge platefuls of every sort 

of food, and [washes] it down with sweet wine” (34-35).  According to folk carnival 

humor, Rubén’s banqueting indicates “the triumph of life over death” and is “equivalent 

to conception and birth” whereby the “victorious body receives the defeated world and is 

renewed” (R 283).  Using Bakhtin’s understanding of Rabelais, “The Martyr” only 
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minimally refers to the “static private life and individual well-being” of Rubén (R 302).  

Instead, it refers more to “the triumph of the people as a whole” which in this case means 

the Mexican art community and the broader art community as well.  The killed, chewed 

food nourishes Rubén’s body, anticipating through his fattening body the renewal of the 

Mexican arts within the context of early twentieth-century art.   

In a case of repeated, gluttonous overeating, such as in the “The Martyr,” the 

banqueting introduces the problem of corruption in the eater.  Bakhtin asserts that when 

the eating goes beyond a celebration of abundance to the depiction of gluttony “there 

inevitably arises an inner contradiction and tension” (R 291).  By portraying Rubén as a 

non-stop eater, whether at his easel or lying on his couch (CS 34-35), Porter is 

condemning this representative of the Mexican artistic movement and its other members 

for corrupting artistic goals.  Unrue writes, “The artistic revolution itself had moved from 

an idealizing of Mexico’s pre-Columbian past to bold political propaganda and had 

shifted still again when Diego Rivera accepted a twelve thousand dollar commission from 

the U.S. ambassador to Mexico . . .” (126).  The desertion of Rubén by his friends, who 

“grew hopelessly bored” by his moping over the loss of “Isabelita” (CS 36-37), 

corresponds to the escalated infighting and dissolution of the once unified group of 

idealistic artists in the Mexican mural movement (Unrue 126).  From the perspective of 

late medieval folk carnival, Reubén and his group are guilty of “corruption” and 

“disintegration” (R 290).   

Contrary to critical interpretation of this story as a mere satiric parody, “The 

Martyr” places the group’s head Rubén and by association his fellow artists through a 

festive renewal (Hardy 112-13; Brinkmeyer 53-55).  The food and drink retain “their 
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positive nature,” and no amount of satire can negate “the positive force of . . . banquet 

imagery” (R 291).  Rubén’s consumption of local food like “tamales and pepper gravy” 

and especially “his third bottle of sweet wine at night” signal that folk carnival’s 

rejuvenating food and wine are doing their work (CS 37; 35).   

Grotesque festive features appearing in Rubén’s body mark the uncrowning 

process that leads to his death, but the process also anticipates the future survival of the 

Mexican arts.  In the story, “he bulged until he became strange even to himself” (CS 35).  

A folk carnival doctor visiting the soon-to-die Rubén finds his patient “hung in all 

directions over his painting-stool, like a mound of kneaded dough” (36).  Stout argues 

Porter’s “depiction of Ruben’s sorrow” is “tinged with amusement” and provides an 

example how the “Mexican characters” in her “stories are strongly ‘othered’” (“South” 

24).  What happens in the case of Stout’s interpretation and what has happened often in 

the analysis of Porter’s works is a failure to adequately weigh in the operations of the 

stories’ folk carnival elements.  Rubén is not so much “othered” as his grotesque body is 

displaying the signs of transformation.  This story is like the works of Rabelais who “left 

antinomy and the complexity of life as they were, for he was certain that almighty time 

would solve the problem” (R 301).  Through “The Martyr,” Porter condemns greed and 

commercialization in anyone who claims to be an artist, but the workings of her structure 

remains hopeful.  She does not propose a solution for the turmoil that unfolds within the 

Mexican art community, but she does expect time to solve the dilemma. 

 
“Flowering Judas” 

The figure Braggioni, functioning iconographically, faces the devices of folk 

carnival humor in “Flowering Judas.”  Braggioni is as a corrupt revolutionary leader 
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attempting to seduce the idealistic revolutionary supporter Laura, who gradually realizes 

that she nurtures her own delusions and corruption.  Iconographically, Braggioni is a type 

character for the kind of Mexican revolutionary military leader depicted in Emiliano 

Zapata (fig. 24) who bears the identifying motifs of an ammunition belt and gun (CS 99).  

Laura’s typological predecessor from Francesco Petrach’s sonnets is the idealized woman 

figure Laura.  Walsh notes how character Braggioni acts in a manner similar to labor 

leader Samuel Yúdico, yet a strong case also can be made for Braggioni being a decadent 

version of the prototypical heroic leader Emiliano Zapata (M 9).  The allusions to the 

work’s theme of betrayal, emphasized by “Judas” in the title and the story’s songs (CS 

96), indicate Porter’s awareness that the exemplary revolutionary leader was Zapata, the 

victim of an ambush and a frequent subject of popular Mexican music known as corridos 

(UEP 197).  Honorably depicted by Mexican Revolutionary illustrators such as Posada, 

Zapata advocated “land and water rights” for the indigenous population and “political 

liberty” consisting of “the rule of law” and “the right of the people to choose their own 

representation.”22  By contrast, Braggioni has betrayed the cause of social justice as 

proven by his “specialized insolence,” “vanity,” and “expensive garments” (CS 90-91).   

Only a few marketplace and banquet conventions surround the Braggioni figure.  

In the manner of the marketplace, Braggioni purchases “small luxuries,” and among the 

banquet devices there sounds the “tolling of the midnight bell” (CS 93; 101).  Bakhtin 

explains that in folk carnival humor “[c]hurch bells, cowbells, and mule bells are to be 

attached not only to animals but to the beards of feasting guests” so that the “ringing and 

jingling of bells” could “mark the movement of the munching jaws”  (R 214).  The bells 

also operate as a praise-abuse image in that bells which start in the belfry descend to the 
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banquet table in a movement that “combines a destructive theme with that of renewal on 

another, material bodily level” (R 214).  The story’s “midnight bell” acts as “a signal” 

marking the upcoming descent of Mexico’s authoritative structures left over from the 

country’s revolutionary conflicts, and the bells also suggest the possibility of renewal (CS 

101).   

“Flowering Judas” presents the image of the king figure Braggioni with grotesque 

characteristics ripe for the uncrowning process.  With motifs of a king figure, Braggioni 

is a “leader of men, a skilled revolutionist” and he wears the royal color purple in his 

“lavender color, crushed upon a purple necktie.”  His followers claim he “has a real 

nobility” (CS 92).  Nevertheless, this king figure has become a “gluttonous bulk” with 

traits indicating he is undergoing a kind of childbirth (CS 91).  Like a pregnant woman, 

his body “bulges marvelously” with his “gasping middle” as he “swells with ominous 

ripeness.”  Braggioni is the carnivalesque old man giving birth to new life: “His mouth 

opens round” as “his balloon cheeks grow oily with the labor of song” (CS 92).  Walsh 

records the pregnancy imagery and the swollen fertility imagery identified by other critics 

(M 130); however, no one has recognized Braggioni as undergoing the regenerative 

workings of folk carnival humor for the renewal of his culture.   

Thrashing, uncrowning images mark Braggioni’s and Laura’s passage through the 

story toward the earth and a death that has not yet arrived.  Braggioni is a man whose 

“skin has been punctured by honorable warfare,” but whose current corruption is 

suggested by his extravagant “diamond hoop” to gather a necktie, an ammunition belt 

“worked in silver,” and “silk hose” (CS 91; 93).  At the start of the story, Laura dares not 

tell Braggioni that he sings poorly because of “the vast cureless wound of his self-
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esteem” (CS 91).  He lives a “life which draws him to bloodshed” and he knows he “will 

live to see himself kicked out from his feeding trough” (CS 98).  Considering the 

corruption and her complicity with Braggioni (CS 93; CS 94), Laura senses the arrival of 

a folk carnival degrading through “a purely physical sense of danger” that serves as “a 

warning in her blood that violence, mutilation, a shocking death wait for her with 

lessening patience” (CS 93).  In the dream at the end of the story, Laura finds herself “set 

upon the earth.” She walks past “rocky” and “jagged” places to encounter the mask-like 

face of Eugenio whose “eye sockets were without light” and whose voice calls her 

“Murderer!” for providing the pills he used to overdose himself (CS 102).  According to 

the festive pattern, the berating that Laura experiences and the wounds Braggioni bears 

provide an opportunity to shed false idealism and corruption.  The openings in their 

bodies also provide a connection to the earth and a means for the possibility of 

transformation within themselves and the culture around them.   

Although he is a betrayer rather than the betrayed Zapata, Braggioni as a 

grotesque body bears within him the seeds of a more just future to spring forth in an 

upcoming generation.  During one of his visits to Laura, some aspects of the festive life-

death-rebirth cycle emerge in Braggioni’s idealistic words after he halts his singing to 

speak in a “hypnotic voice”:  

Some day this world, now seemingly so composed and eternal, to the 
edges of every sea shall be merely a tangle of gaping trenches, of crashing 
walls and broken bodies. Everything must be torn from its accustomed 
place where it has rotted for centuries, hurled skyward and distributed, 
cast down again clean as rain, without separate identity. Nothing shall 
survive that the stiffened hands of poverty have created for the rich and no 
one shall be left alive except the elect spirits destined to procreate a new 
world cleansed of cruelty and injustice, ruled by benevolent anarchy.  (CS 
100) 
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Just as a festive pattern uncrowning begins with a king figure “seemingly so composed,” 

so too a reign ends when the figure is “torn from its accustomed place.”  The “gaping” 

and “broken” grotesque body dies and “new world cleansed of . . . injustice” arises in its 

place.  The difference between Braggioni’s vision and festive patterns, however, 

highlights the flaw he shares with Laura.  Compared to folk carnival humor, the song’s 

process moves “skyward” instead of downward and the procreation stems from “elect 

spirits” instead of a festive dual body.  Uneasy over “the disunion between her way of 

living and her feeling of what life should be,” the stoic Laura shares with Braggioni the 

fault of excessive abstractionism and the failure of unrealistic ideals (CS 91; 97).  From 

the folk carnival perspective of the dual bodied, two-faced Janus, Braggioni and Laura 

are a linked pair.  Braggioni’s reign will eventually die when “he is kicked out from his 

world trough by other hungry world-saviors” and Laura will gain new life (CS 98; R 409-

11; R 415).  Through the dream at the end of the story, Laura begins to see herself as a 

“Murderer” whose revolutionary activities betrayed her ideals.  Helping her to come to 

this recognition is the dream’s “Judas tree that bent down slowly and set her upon the 

earth” (CS 102).  As she comes to terms with her own corruption, Laura starts the process 

of folk carnival regeneration.  

 
Historical Considerations 

 The strong historical component of Porter’s stories, lends her works to a narrative 

analysis using White’s criteria in “The Poetics of History” (1).  Generally speaking, 

Porter’s use of what White identifies as “tropes” and “modes” reveals Porter exploring a 

variety of representations, arguments, and ideologies as she narrates her stories which all 

have prominent historical contexts.  According to his classification of tropes, the cultural 
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artifacts fall largely under White’s category of Metonymy in that they operate by 

association (34-35).  Cultural artifacts like “rebozo” and “pulque” in “María Concepción” 

help to identify the literary iconographic figures and to situate the characters in a 

particular culture (CS 3; 13).  Tropes matching the category of Irony appear in the 

conflicting characterization of figures such as Braggioni who has been “honorable” in 

war yet “vain of his talents, and so sensitive to slights” (White 36; CS 90-91).  Loosely 

speaking, White’s metaphor emerges through Porter’s iconographic characters in the 

manner that they are representatives of their cultures, as in Juan Villegas serving as a 

prototype for Mexican villagers (White 34). 

Porter’s use of synecdoche does not strictly fit White’s Synecdoche, because he 

tends to look at this trope as just a metaphorical symbol characterizing the subject, as in 

“’heart’” being “understood figuratively as designating . . . that quality of character 

conventionally symbolized  by the term ‘heart’” (36).  In Porter’s synecdoche the part 

represents the whole.  Her synecdoche contains movement and occurs in her use of the 

Janus double figure, as in María Rosa’s death leading to María Concepción’s 

regeneration to illustrate change.  These figures function in the manner of a plant 

emerging from a dying seed or a baby being born from its mother.  Recalling the 

dynamics of the grotesque, the folk carnival double body indicates “the endless chain of 

bodily life” and “retains the parts in which one link joins the other, in which the life of 

one body is born from the death of the preceding” (R 318).   

The variety in Porter’s approaches becomes apparent in an analysis of stories 

using White’s Mode of Argument and Mode of Ideological Implication (29).  Under each 

of these modes are four additional classes.  Granting that the following stories could be 
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categorized in alternative classifications, this evaluation nevertheless provides a sense of 

the broad spectrum of positions portrayed by Porter.  “Maria Concepción,” which is 

Oganicist in its argument and Radical in its ideology, is one of her earliest written in 

1922 and may be the most integrative and utopian of all her stories.23  An Organicist 

approach looks at particulars as part as synthetic whole within a microcosmic-

macrocosmic relationship (White 15), whereas a Radical approach tends “to view the 

utopian condition as imminent” (White 25).  In Radical fashion, the ideal village life is 

“imminent” following María Concepción’s murder of María Rosa.  The killing prompts 

Juan and the villagers to defend María Concepción and leads to the integration of the 

village culture (CS 20), a microcosm of an idealized Mexico emerging with an 

indigenous culture at its base.   

“The Martyr,” written in 1923, depicts the Mexican artistic community and its key 

figure in a far less ideal manner that reflects White’s Mechanistic argument and a Liberal 

ideology.  On a literal level, the painter Rubén dies from continual overeating, a cause-

effect occurrence resulting from mechanical, physical laws (White 17).  The Liberal 

ideological implication is that a better situation for the Mexican artistic community is not 

imminent; instead, the Liberal position expects “a time in the future, when this structure 

will have been improved, but they project this utopian condition into the remote future, in 

such a way as to discourage any effort in the present to realize it precipitately, by 

‘radical’ means” (White 25).  Porter combines Argument and Ideological modes that do 

not bear affinity with one another, for Organicist arguments naturally meld with 

Conservative ideologies and Mechanistic arguments typically accompany Radical 

ideologies.  White calls any divergence a mark of writing strength.  He claims “the 



108 
 

dialectical tension which characterizes the work of every master historian usually arises 

from an effort to wed a [Mode of Emplotment with a Mode of Argument or of 

Ideological Implication] which is inconsonant with it” (29).  

Although not analyzed in detail for this study, “Virgen Violeta” published in 

1930, offers another example of narrative dialogical tension in a strong historical context.  

The story presents White’s Formist argument by its identification of rituals in the isolated 

creoles class of Spanish descendants in the early twentieth century.  More significantly, 

the group is not integrated in an obvious microcosm-macrocosm relationship with its 

nation.  Ideologically in conflict, “Virgen Violeta” is Conservative in that the 

protagonist’s family expects the continuation of “the institutional structure that currently 

prevails,” yet the story conveys a Liberal argument through the implication that Violeta’s 

unhappiness and lack of mental resources eventually will cause her to find a better way to 

deal with life’s harsh encounters and to search outside the genteel education the creole 

class gives her (White 24; CS 32).   

 One of Porter’s most complex stories, “Flowering Judas” relays its historical 

perspective using White’s Contextualist argument and the ideological position of 

Anarchism.  As Contextualist, the story identifies traits from the group of people 

comprising corrupt revolutionary leaders through the characterization of Braggioni.  He 

flaunts his wealth with his “yellow silk handkerchief” that is “imported from New York” 

and in his car paraded “in the Paseo on Sunday morning” (CS 93; 98).  The ideological 

implications of Anarchism emerge in the idealization of an innocent, distant past 

referenced in the allusions to Zapata’s troops and the motifs of the ammunition belt and 

guns associated with the deceased Zapata (White 25; CS 95; CS 100).  Furthermore, 
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Braggioni sings a song idealizing a future utopia “ruled by benevolent anarchy” (CS 100).  

The distance between Braggioni’s ideals and his actions underscores what has already 

been identified as the trope of Irony in “Flowering Judas.”  Porter’s mixture of tropes and 

modes confirms Warren’s insight about Porter’s distaste for “ready-made solutions” and 

her use of purposeful irony.  Warren contends the mixture of perspectives and irony 

“affirms, rather, the constant need for exercising discrimination, the arduous obligation of 

the intellect in the face of conflicting dogmas, the need for a dialectical approach to 

matters of definition, the need for exercising as much of the human faculty as possible” 

(107).  

Porter’s narrative pattern does not fit easily under the classes White provides in 

his Explanation by Emplotment.  White refers to Northrop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism 

and its categories of Romance, Comedy, Tragedy, and Satire.  In Porter’s stories there is 

no hero who is finally victorious over the world—as in White’s Romance—because any 

king figure eventually faces an uncrowning.  Components of White’s Tragedy, Satire, 

and Comedy are all present, but do not express the totality of Porter’s structure.  Using 

White’s Explanation by Emplotment, Porter’s stories includes elements of Tragedy’s 

epiphanic moments, Satire’s “apprehension of the ultimate inadequacy of consciousness” 

to understand the world (White 8-9; 10), and Comedy’s “temporary triumph of man over 

his world by the prospect of occasional reconciliations of the forces at play in the social 

and natural worlds” (9).  Porter’s Emplotment, however, is her own version of folk 

carnival.  Like Rabelais, Porter’s topsey-turvey mixing and matching of narrative patterns 

typifies a kind of “play.”  On the border between life and art, Porter’s festive patterns 

encompass an agricultural life-death-rebirth process continually rejuvenating the culture.  
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Allowing for death and suffering, Porter’s arrangement of images anticipates a future 

embracing both continuity and change.  A belief in the chronological workings of time 

appears in her literary iconographic figures, shaped from figures in previous eras and 

anticipating characters to come.   

 
Art and Archeology 

Just as she develops a stabilized tension among modes and tropes in her use of 

historical narratives, Porter generally maintains a balance among her literary images from 

an artistic perspective.  Considering artistically the order or arrangement of Porter’s 

images within her stories’ composition versus the realistic depiction of images as they 

appear in nature or the actual setting, Porter slightly privileges what Gombrich calls 

nature in art.  Carefully chosen and arranged images of cultural artifacts surround the 

literary iconographic figures in the stories’ narratives.  The specific, metonymical 

artifacts in the settings provide the equivalent of what Gombrich calls a strong “fidelity to 

nature for the means of representation in contour and depth.”  In a painting, an emphasis 

on realistic details or “naturalism means a decrease in order” in the unity of the work as a 

whole (94).   

Porter’s structure approaches a kind of “‘classic solution’” balancing the demand 

of “order” in the structure of her short stories with “fidelity to nature” in her chosen 

character motifs and cultural artifacts.  Gombrich claims, “It is clear, I think, that most 

artistic value rests among other things on the exact reconciliation of these conflicting 

demands” (94-95).  The artistic balance in Porter’s stories contributes to her writing style 

that has earned her a reputation for “‘beautifully molded prose’” and a status as a leading 

short story writer.  Without breaking down the full implications of this statement as it 
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applies to Porter’s work, suffice it to say that Porter’s stories so smoothly respond to both 

the dictates of “order” and “fidelity to nature” that critics have failed to recognize the 

contours of her narrative patterns.  They have misjudged the extent of the festive patterns 

or missed the iconographic function of the figures and have consequently failed to see the 

hopeful operations of her narrative patterns.  Giving full credit to Porter’s achievement, it 

is also worthwhile to consider Gombrich’s caveat that a “technical solution” does not 

equate with a “psychological achievement” or indicate a “well-balanced mind” in an 

artist.  Porter’s mental state or the validity of her insight into the human condition falls 

outside the scope of this study. 

 Porter’s interest in archeology also influences Porter’s arrangement of images 

undergoing folk carnival operations.  Her exposure to Gamio’s stratigraphic excavations 

provides her with an underlying framework influencing her own structure.  Accompanied 

by their cultural artifacts, each iconographic character and his or her ancestral prototypes 

belong to a particular era corresponding to a particular layer of an archeological dig.  The 

stratified layering stresses the passing of time, yet the material touching of one layer with 

another and the similarity among artifacts counters the sense of disconnectedness asserted 

by versions of modernist fragmentation.  Resisting what Koselleck has noted in historical 

studies as the broadening division between past and future, Porter’s arrangement of 

literary images connects the past’s space of experience with a new horizon of 

expectation.  She follows a typical modernist move by setting up a literary iconographic 

figure that deviates from past traditional figures, but unlike some of the trends in 

modernism, Porter also depicts the figure as a fulfillment of past hopes and a harbinger of 

figures to come.  
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The folk carnival structure, straddling the boundary between life and art, details 

the uncrowning process placing people in the soil of the stratified layers.  The pierced, 

dust-covered figures walk in mud, tromp through plowed fields, and fall to the ground.  

Continually interacting with the place they consider “Mi Tierra,” the characters in her 

Mexican-based stories simultaneously draw strength from their land and rejuvenate it 

themselves.24  Although Porter acknowledges past, present, and future, Porter’s narrative 

pattern does not combine time in a single instant in the manner of Eliot.  Rather, 

following the lead of Boas, she preserves the particularity of each culture within its era 

and recognizes that the making of cultural artifacts draws on practices and structures 

from the past.  As archeology’s stratified layers have accumulated in the past, so they will 

accumulate in the future, stacked upon past layers.  Her arrangement of images 

acknowledges suffering, apparent chaos, and even the irony present when conflicting 

ideologies collide; nevertheless, a belief in the workings of time and the power of the 

land remains.  Porter continues to explore the interactions of culture, land, and time as 

she deepens her friendship with the Agrarians of the United States.  Their influence and 

the impact of landscapes in late medieval artwork upon her structure is the subject of the 

next chapter. 
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Notes 

1. From a passage in “María Concepción,” see CS 12-13.  

2. The full title is The Mind of Primitive Man: A Course of Lectures Delivered Before the Lowell 
Institute, Boston, Mass., and the National University of Mexico, 1910-1911. 

3. Boas helped found the American Anthropological Association, reorganized the American 
Ethnological Association as a scientific society, and worked to set up the International School of American 
Archeology and Ethnology in Mexico City in 1911.  See Browman and Givens 89.  Under the umbrella of 
anthropology, Boas encouraged separate scholarly research within the subdivisions of physical 
anthropology, cultural anthropology also known as ethnology, linguistics, and archeology.  See George 
Stocking 3-5, 8, and 14.  Hyatt notes the same four areas and also comments upon Boas’s use of his 
position as an anthropologist to engage is social activism, especially in the areas of “personal liberty” and 
“racial equality.”  See x-xi.   

Boas’s theory, which sometimes goes by the name “cultural relativism,” values the contributions 
of each culture but should not be confused with an assertion that all cultures have an equal ethical and 
useful value.  For reflections on this topic see Hyatt 86, Hyatt 112-14, Hyatt 117, and Hyatt 154.  Further 
commentary on Boas’s appreciation of particularity and opposition to “a general relativistic attitude” 
appears on Herbert Lewis 451. 

The end of the chapter titled “Influence of the Environment” records body measurements and 
examines differences among the nutritional habits of hunting tribes, agricultural communities around the 
world, immigrants to the United States, and the children of immigrants born in the United States.  Boas 
concludes “environment has an important effect upon the anatomical structure and physiological functions 
of man.” See 75.  Porter owned a copy of this book. See also Hyatt xi; Hyatt 26-27; Hyatt 110-111; and 
Lewis 453. 

Boas operates from his premises that similar phenomenal effects do not necessarily result from 
similar phenomenal causes and that dissimilar effects do not necessarily result from dissimilar causes.  He 
criticizes what he considers “‘premature’ or ‘arbitrary’ classification” resulting from incorrectly valuing the 
“likenesss of effects.”  See Stocking 2-3.  

In place of what he considered faulty classifications and conclusions, Boas advocates an 
understanding of “the relationship of ‘elements’ and ‘wholes’”: “The individuality that most concerned 
Boas was rather that of the element in its ‘surroundings,’ which Boas defined not simply in the present, but 
as the product of ‘the history of the people, the influence of the regions through which it passed in its 
migrations, and the people with whom it came into contact.’”  See Stocking 4-5.  Boas argues that a culture 
develops over time through “an accidental accretion of individual elements” that alter as they come into 
contact with the totality of the whole culture already in existence.  See Stocking 5-6.  Stockton explains that 
after contesting evolutionism, “Boas became more concerned with the ways in which the ‘genius of a 
people’ integrated the elements that the almost accidental accumulation of historical processes brought 
together in a single culture.” See 6.  

4. For an explanation of the early criticism of Boas until about 1970, see Stocking 16-19.  For a 
summary of some of the more recent lines of argument, see Lewis 447-49.  

A defense of Boas can be found in Hyatt’s Franz Boas Social Activist: The Dynamics of Ethnicity, 
in Lewis’s “The Passion of Franz Boas,” and in Stocking 19-20. 

5. See Browman and Givens 89.  See Brading 77. 

6. David Brading and Alonso point to rising discontent from indigenous groups over Gamio’s 
policies designed to fight poverty, to “extirpate the folk-Catholicism,” and to modernize them.  See Brading 
77, Brading 86-88, Alonso 469-70, and Alonso 479-80.  See Casey Walsh 136-37. 

7. A book review of Anita Brenner’s Idols Behind Altars occasions Porter’s listing prominent 
figures from the Mexican art movement and her offering an explanation of the “renascence,” with a 
criticism tagged on at the end: “The great renascence of Indian art was a movement of mestizos and 
foreigners who found in Mexico, simultaneously, a direction they could take toward extended boundaries.  
They respected the fruitful silence of the Indian and they shouted for this silence at the top of their lungs” 
See Porter, Strange 86.  Her definition not only points to her awareness of the term “renascence” but also  
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highlights that the movement was fully controlled by mestizo Mexicans, even though the indigenous 
laborer was the source of artistic and political inspiration. 

8. See Christianity 103.  

9. See Arnold 37 and Christianity 93.  

10. See Selected 177 and Introduction. 

11. For an explanation of Eliot’s exposure to contemporary anthropology, see Spur 270-71.  Porter 
became familiar with contemporary anthropology and Boas through her frequent conversations with Best-
Maugard and Gamio.  See Givner, Life 147, M 5, M 21, and Unrue 76.   

12. See Athans 848.  See Section 2180 and Section 2177 of Catechism of the Catholic Church. 

13. See Section 411 of Catechism of the Catholic Church. 

14. From Pope Pius IX in 1854, “The most Blessed Virgin Mary was, from the first moment of her 
conception, by a singular grace and privilege of almighty God and by virtue of the merits of Jesus Christ, 
Savior of the human race, preserved immune from all stain of original sin. See sections 490-94 of 
Catechism of the Catholic Church. 

15. See Garibay Kintana, Angel Maria. “Guadalupe, Our Lady of.” New Catholic Encyclopedia. 
2nd Ed. Vol. 6 of 15 vols. Detroit: Gale, 2003.   

16. See O’Carroll, Michael. “Guadalupe.” The Modern Catholic Encyclopedia. Ed. Michael 
Glazier and Monika K. Hellwig. Collegeville: Liturgical P, 2004. 

17. See Stout, Katherine 7 and Unrue 45.  

18. Porter worked on the traveling exhibit in 1922.  See U 136-39, M 57-58, and M 69-70.  For 
examples of the cultural artifacts see UEP 146, UEP 158, and UEP 172. 

19. Among the buildings around the main plaza called the Zócalo, or Plaza de la Constitutión, are 
the National Palace, the Municipal Palace or City Hall, the Metropolitan Cathedral, and the Templo Mayor 
or Major Temple of the Aztecs.  Next to the Metropolitan Cathedral and in front of the Templo Mayor is La 
Plaza Manuel Gamio named in honor of Gamio for conducting the first scholarly excavation of the site.  
See Alonso 474.  

20. Best-Maugard coordinated most of the exhibit.  Porter later said he “headed the whole thing” 
and “was in a way the intellect of the crowd, the really conscious person who had a plan.”  See C 125. 

21. As a student at Harvard, Eliot presented a paper comparing the theories of Lucien Lévy-Bruhl 
to those of “Durkehiem, Frazer, and Jane Harrison.”  Eliot also cites Lévy-Bruhl in his dissertation.  See 
Spurr 270. 

22. See Brunk, Samuel. “Zapata, Emiliano.” Encyclopedia of Mexico: History, Society, and 
Culture. Vol. 2 of 2 vols. Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 1997. 1633-35. 

23. White organizes his explanation by formal argument according to the categories in World 
Hypotheses by Stephen C. Pepper.  The categories are Contextualist, Formist, Mechanistic and Organicist. 

For his Explanation by Ideological Implication, White uses the analysis of Ideology and Utopia, 
by Karl Mannheim. 

24. See Porter’s article in U 167. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

“Monsters” in the “landscapes”:  
Artistic Figures and Folk Carnival in Porter’s Rural United States Settings1  

 
 

The start of Noon Wine opens inauspiciously enough with a pair of “grubby” 

twins “digging among the ragweed” on a Texas farm (CS 222).  At the end of the story, 

an important parallel emerges when their father Mr. Thompson runs “through plowed 

fields” and lies “down flat on the earth” during his last minutes alive (CS 267-68).  Both 

the beginning and end of Noon Wine accentuate the contact made between the characters 

and the earth.  Growing up in rural areas herself, Porter developed an intense interest in 

land images after she met a group of Mexican artists and the Southern Agrarians in 

Greenwich Village.  Resulting from her friendships with them, Porter traveled to lands 

that brought her into contact with Mexican festivals and European exhibits displaying 

artwork from the Late Middle Ages and Renaissance Period.  She especially became 

fascinated by the prints and paintings of Pieter Bruegel, whose artwork figures often 

seem to merge with the landscape.  Porter’s stories set in the United States frequently 

contain literary images that prove her characters simultaneously function 

iconographically and maintain a close connection to the land where they have lived.  In 

Noon Wine, artwork and literary agrarian images shape Porter’s structure which places 

her figures through land-rich folk carnival patterns that demonstrate concern and hope for 

people facing threats to an independent, agrarian way of life during the early twentieth 

century.  

Breaking away from her editing job as often as possible, Porter spent many hours 

at her residence in 1927.  At this multi-residential New York City building dubbed Casa 
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Caligari, Porter witnessed streams of writers and poets routinely visiting Caroline Gordon 

and Allen Tate to talk about the benefits of rural life and its effect upon Southerners.  The 

visitors included a group of former Fugitives who were developing ideas that later would 

be expressed in the Agrarian manifesto, I’ll Take My Stand (Unrue 106-08).  A 

commonality exists between the position of Agrarians with traditional Southern United 

States political sympathies and the perspective of Mexican artists with communist 

political sympathies.  Both movements criticize the effects of unrestrained capitalism and 

both look to the land for solutions.  An essay Porter writes in collaboration with Mexican 

artists cautions “that if the artist were removed from his fructifying contact with his 

mother earth, condemned daily to touch instead the mechanics and artifices of modern 

progress, he might succumb, as do the aristocratic arts, each in turn, to the overwhelming 

forces of a world turned dizzyingly by a machine” (U 167).  The Agrarian “A Statement 

of Principles” introducing I’ll Take My Stand declares “the culture of the soil” conducted 

with “intelligence and leisure” should be “the economic preference” and employ “the 

maximum number of workers” from a country’s labor pool.2  While conceding a need for 

some industry, the introduction asserts that the book’s essays “all tend to support a 

Southern way of life against what may be called the American or prevailing way; and all 

as much as agree that the best terms in which to represent the distinction are contained in 

the phase, Agrarian versus Industrial” (ix).   

Porter voices her support for the Agrarian cause in her writings and actions.  A 

letter to Agrarian Andrew Lytle conveys her concern about “the contest between Money 

and liberal learning,” her “deep regard and respect to John Crowe Ransom,” and her 

greetings “to all my friends there, and their friends who are working, not only in defense 
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of one man, but a whole principle of culture” (L 148).  In the fall of 1942, Porter herself 

purchased a farm described as “one hundred and five acres of meadow and woodland, 

with two brooks, a spring, and an inexhaustible well” near Ballston Spa, New York (CE 

177).  When it actually came to living the rural life, however, Porter’s dream “to take root 

in a place” did not work as she had planned (L 190).  Finding the setting isolated and 

realizing the property needed too many repairs (Givner, Katherine 326-27), Porter by 

early 1944 had moved out of the home she called South Hill and into Tate and Gordon’s 

residence to accept a position as a fellow at the Library of Congress of Washington, D.C. 

(Unrue 193-94).  Although Porter’s venture into rural property ownership was largely 

unsuccessful, the South Hill property was the only home that she ever owned3 and as a 

farm house expressed her commitment to Agrarian values.   

Porter’s status as a Southerner and the connection of Southerners to their land has 

been duly noted, but Porter’s participation in the international debates over the impact of 

the city environment versus the rural setting has been largely unrecognized.4  The 

discussions were an extension of an intellectual climate marked by frequent interchanges 

among painters, philosophers, writers, and musicians who had been interested in the 

innovations of modernism since the early 1900s (Butler xv-xvi).  Butler draws attention 

to Modernist Period outbursts in the conflict between those denouncing city life and the 

avant-garde proponents defending urban living (EM 136-37).  In the dispute over whether 

the city is a place of “alienation” or a source of collective “energy,” Porter’s stories lean 

toward the portrayal of cities as unpleasant, impersonal environments.5  From his widely 

read work Decline of the West, fully translated into English by 1928, Oswald Spengler 

extols the “peasant” linked to the land, the farmhouse, and the “plantlike being” of the 
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town as forming the basis for “every Culture”.6  Porter often portrays rural settings with 

an idyllic tone as in Noon Wine’s rural setting where Helton “somehow persuaded” the 

chickens “to lay in the nests,” “curried cockleburs out of the horses’ manes,” and “was 

gentle with the calves” (CS 135).   

During the early twentieth century when large numbers of immigrants and rural 

residents were migrating to urban areas, painters and writers explored the effects of the 

city’s faster, cacophonous rhythms upon the human psyche and upon the isolated 

individual in an unfamiliar crowd (EM 133-34).  Porter’s portrayal of the city as a place 

of alienation appears in her story “The Cracked Looking-Glass” when Rosaleen visits 

New York City where the “street was cold and dark and ugly, with the slush and the roar 

and the millions of people all going somewhere in a great rush,” and there was “not one 

face she knew” (CS 124).  Chapter Five examines “The Cracked Looking-Glass” and the 

individual in the city further.  Spengler contends that rural life stands in opposition to 

“the gigantic megalopolis, the city as world” which aims to destroy “the country picture,” 

and he adds that city dwellers are not “type-true people, born of and grown on the soil” (ii 

94; i 32).  Noon Wine explores the encroachment of urban versions of law and order upon 

a rural population. 

 
Porter’s Multiple Understandings of “Renaissance” 

Compatible with their treatment of the land as a source of regeneration or life, the 

Mexican artists and the Agrarians share another important link in their identification with 

variations of the word “renaissance” or “renascence” associated with the term “rebirth.”  

In her typical manner of thinking iconographically, Porter throughout her writing career 

would mine “renaissance” movements for artwork and literary images, or figures, to link 
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across multiple eras.  During one of their visits to Greenwich Village after Porter arrived 

in 1919, Tata Nacho and artist Best-Maugard told Porter that Mexico was the site of an 

artistic “renaissance” and urged her to visit their country (M 5; Thompson 86).  From her 

recollection of her travels to Mexico in “Why I Write About Mexico,” Porter states she 

visited the country “to study the renascence of Mexican art—a veritable rebirth, very  

  

 

Fig. 30.  Christ Enthroned with Symbols of the 
Evangelists.  12th c. Copper champlevé, enamelled 
and gilded. Musée National du Moyen Age, Paris. 
ARTstor Slide Gallery.   

 

Fig. 31.  Jean Fouquet. Hours of Etienne Chevalier: 
Suffrages; St. Anne and the Three Marys. 1450-
1455. Musée Condé, Paris. ARTstor Slide Gallery.   

conscious, very powerful.”7  Several years after her first trips to Mexico, the Agrarians 

became identified as members of the Southern Renaissance movement.8  Applied to the 

Agrarians, the term “renaissance” has been around at least since the article “Is There a 

Southern Renaissance?” by Howard Mumford Jones and published in a 1930 issue of The 



 

120 
 

Virginia Quarterly Review.  Later, from the same journal, Tate reflects upon “the period 

of the Southern renascence” in his 1945 essay “The New Provincialism” (270). 

Given Porter’s readings and examination of artwork iconographic figures, the 

basic Renaissance Period for this study refers to the years stretching from the late 1400s 

to the early 1600s, and all subsequent “renaissance’ movements are specifically 

identified.  Declaring Shakespeare is one of her “literary heroes” from her childhood 

reading (C 106), Porter claims she practiced her writing skills by reading and then 

parodying Michel de Montaigne who lived from 1533-1592 (C 106-07).  She recounts 

that at age fourteen she began reading The Histories of Gargantua and Pantagruel by 

Rabelais (Lopez 20).  At the peak of her fictional output when she lived in Basel, 

Switzerland, Porter delved into writings on the Reformation and Erasmus (CE 473).   

Porter’s use of various “renaissance” materials for her literary figures emerges in 

the layered history behind the name of her character Miranda.  The originating figure is 

Shakespeare’s Miranda from The Tempest written in about 1611 at the end of the 

Renaissance Period in England.  Iconographically, Shakespeare’s character prefigures a 

second significant Miranda appearing in Woman in the Nineteenth Century, a work by 

American Renaissance Period writer Fuller.  The third Miranda fulfilling the previous 

figures is the protagonist from Porter’s Miranda stories set in the South and loosely 

associated with the Southern Literary Renaissance in the United States.  Upon close 

examination, Porter’s protagonists commonly allude to at least narratives from three 

separate eras rather than simply two.  The result is that Porter breaks a merely repetitive, 

cyclical representation of time to emphasize a linear, chronological version of time.  Any 

unsolved dilemmas or irony developing in Porter’s stories faces the unstoppable  
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Fig. 32.  Altar Facing: Scene from the Life of the Virgin. c. 1335. Paint on Wood. Musée National du 
Moyen Age, Paris. Web. 5 Dec. 2011.  

 

 
 
Fig. 33.  Deep Wide Bowl with Four 
Pendant Rings. 14th-15th c.  Ceramic. 
Musée National du Moyen Age, Cluny, 
Paris. Web. 5 Dec. 2011.  
 
 

 
 

Fig. 34.  Folding Table. 1480-1500. 
Wood. Musée National du Moyen Age, 
Cluny, Paris. Web. 5 Dec. 2011. 

 

 
Fig. 35.  Porter Acquired the Sixteenth-Century 
Spanish Chairs and Table in the 1950s. Mexican 
Nativity Set, Gift of her Nephew Paul Porter. 
Photograph. Katherine Anne Porter Papers, University 
of Maryland Libraries, College Park. Web. 5 Dec. 
2011. 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 36.  Fifteenth-century Italian Refectory Table with 
Two Sixteenth-century Italian Benches Acquired by 
Porter in the 1950s. Photograph. Katherine Anne 
Porter Papers, University of Maryland Libraries, 
College Park. Web. 5 Dec. 2011.   
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workings of time which, for Renaissance Period writer Rabelais and for Porter, provides 

an opportunity for a solution to arise for nearly every quandary. 

Exerting a strong influence upon the images Porter inserts into her narrative 

patterns, Porter’s study of late medieval and renaissance artwork intensified during her 

years in Europe.  At one time in Paris, Porter writes that she visited the Cluny “every 

chance I get” (L 74).  The Cluny is another name for the Musée national du Moyen Âge 

translated as the National Museum of the Middle Ages.  The items at this museum 

include a book cover (fig. 30), an altar facing (fig. 32), and a bowl (fig. 33) owned by 

The Cluny when Porter viewed the exhibits.  Other items in the museaum are a table (fig. 

34), tapestries, decorative arts, stained glass, sculpture, and illuminated manuscripts that 

readily fall under the umbrella of cultural artifacts within the field of cultural 

anthropology.  Much of The Cluny’s artwork contains iconographical scenes from the 

Bible and the lives of the Christian saints, reinforcing Porter’s previous exposure to 

Roman Catholic iconography in the churches of Mexico and the United States.  Porter 

herself became a collector of Late Medieval and Renaissance Period artwork including a 

copy of the Hours of Etienne Chevalier with St. Anne and the Three Marys (fig. 31), a 

fifteenth-century Italian refectory table (fig. 36) and sixteenth-century Spanish chairs (fig. 

35) on display in the Katherine Anne Porter Room in the Hornbake Library at the 

University of Maryland (KAPP).   

Declaring her preference for Renaissance Period pieces in the Flemish style from 

the Flanders region in current-day Belgium, Porter not only attended Flemish artwork 

exhibitions, she also alluded to these paintings in her letters and one of the few poems she 

wrote.9  A November 23, 1935, letter to her friend and publisher Barbara Westcott 
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confides, “All my life I have loved the Flemings and the late Medieval Germans better 

than I have the Italians. . . .”  In this correspondence from her Paris residence, Porter  

 

 

Fig. 37.  Pieter Bruegel. Jesus Carrying the Cross. 1564.  Painting. Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. 
ARTstor Slide Gallery. 

 
writes, “There seems to be a great number of things going on, but the Flemish show was 

the only attraction that drew me out” (L 134).  The Musée de l’Orangerie of Paris, 

France, in 1935 presented the exhibit De Van Eyck à Bruegel: peintures, tapisseries with 

many Flemish works.  Proof that she attended this particular exhibit is the presence of the 

work De Van Eyck a Bruegel : [exposition] Musée de l’Orangerie from 1935 in her book 

collection.  Porter wrote the poem “After a Long Journey” to her soon-to-be husband 

Eugene Pressly during the fall of 1931.  The following stanzas from the middle of the 
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poem express the speaker’s appreciation for Flemish paintings:  

Landscapes such as the Flemish painted best are motionless 
As if posing for their portraits, alive but asleep among the windmills, 
Thick with the smell of warm milk-soaked hides, ruminant breathings, 
Clean orderly hoofs, minute proprieties of doorways curtained with wood smoke, 
Bowed under the clotted sky, bloated with winter-thick water, 
Benumbed with humble certainties, snoring in a snowdrift. 
. . . . 
Oh, let us remember! 
Catalogues of defeat, advantages, stratagems, warfares, successes,  
Anticipation, dried glories under glass, a point of view 
Petrified on its feet; medals, ribbons, citations, careers by appointment, 
Official status propped by protocol—all these 
I would leave in my will if I could to those for whom 
Such things are substance, who rub these stuffs between their fingers for pleasure. 
 

The lines confirm Porter’s attention to daily rural customs such as tending cattle and her 

interest in cataclysmic events suggested in her reference to “defeat, advantages, 

stratagems, warfares, successes” (CE 492-93). 

 Consistent with Porter’s agrarian sympathies and appreciation for the role of the 

land in the development of culture, a crucial characteristic of Flemish late medieval and 

renaissance paintings is their classification as landscapes.  A landscape painting does not 

refer to a picture composed solely of natural features like mountains, rivers, and trees.  

Craig Harbison explains that a Flemish landscape highlights human figures in artwork 

and simply includes a background depicting the outdoors, often through a window (134).  

The foreground and background establish an interlocked relationship.  As a term, 

“landscape” in this study refers to any description of geographical environs presented in 

the visual arts or literature; furthermore, the land stands in close connection to the people 

residing in it and, through its link to the planet Earth, in direct connection to the world at 

large.  The term landscape does not refer to a metaphorical or boundary-stretching use of 
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the word such as a “psychological landscape” or a “business landscape”; however, the 

geographical space is not limited to land or plants and may include literary or artistic 

images such as buildings, villages, and bodies of water. 

 

 

Fig. 38.  Limbourg Brothers. June. Les Très 
Riches Heures de Duc de Berry. 1416. Book of 
Hours. Musée Condé, Chantilly. ARTstor Slide 
Gallery 

 

 Fig. 39.  Pol de Limbourg and Jean Colombe. 
July. Les Très Riches Heures de Duc de Berry. 
1479. Book of Hours. Musée Condé, Chantilly. 
ARTstor Slide Gallery. 

 
Pieter Bruegel the Elder 

 
Porter cultivated an extensive knowledge of Northern European late medieval and 

renaissance painters, especially Bruegel the Elder.  While visiting art museums and art 

exhibitions in Europe, Porter declares her partiality for Bruegel.  She writes in a letter to 

publisher Barbara Wescott, “It is better to stick to more durable things, if you have a taste 

for permanence.  I do have.  Like Brueghel [stet], for example” (L 134).  Besides keeping 

prints of Bruegel’s works, many of her art books contain paintings by Bruegel, and one  
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Fig. 40.  Pieter Bruegel. Peasant's Dance. 1568. Oil on wood. Kunsthistorisches Museum Wien, Vienna. 
ARTstor Slide Gallery.  

 
book focuses on him alone.10  Especially significant, Porter fulfilled a contract to help 

rewrite a translation of Dröll Peter, an imaginative Bruegel biography published in 1930 

and originally written by Felix Timmermans.  The biography names Flemish and Italian 

locations that served as inspiration for the background of his paintings, identifies the 

media that Bruegel uses, and names the titles of many of his works from prints to 

paintings, including Seven Deadly Sins, The Temptation of St. Anthony (fig. 50), Triumph 

of Death (fig. 51), and Fall of Icarus (272; 275; 314).  Several aspects of his paintings 

have particular relevance to Porter’s subject matter and arrangement of images.  Because 

she explores the topic of human folly in her stories, Porter demonstrates common ground 

with a group of his works extolling moral lessons.  Prints made from his drawings depict 

vices and virtues.  His work. World Upside Down: Flemish Proverbs (fig. 52) mentions 
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proverbs in its title.  Sharing Porter’s interest in iconography, Bruegel’s paintings contain 

standard iconographic figures such as Mary in Jesus Carrying the Cross (fig. 37), Saint 

Michael in Fall of the Rebel Angels, and the wisemen in The Adoration of the Magi.   

One of the most obvious parallels between Porter and Bruegel, however, is the 

prominence of the land in their works.  Art critics differ only on the precise quality of the 

relationship between Bruegel’s figures and the land in his artwork.  Among those who 

claim nature is a controlling force in his paintings, Joseph van de Elst from one of 

Porter’s books proclaims, “To Bruegel it is nature which dominates man, which reduces 

him in stature and significance, and which continues its ordered way regardless of his 

joys and griefs, his dreams of glory and beneficence.”11  Others, such as Otto Benesch in 

The Art of the Renaissance in Northern Europe from Porter’s library, stress the unity 

between humans and nature.  The unity appears particularly through the artwork figures’ 

involvement in the agricultural crop cycles as illustrated in Bruegel’s paintings for the 

months of the year, a topic derived from the medieval Books of Hours describing crop 

cycles for months such as June (fig. 38) and July (fig. 39).12  Benesch finds that in 

Bruegel’s Haymaking, “[the] oneness of life often brings its different emanations so near 

to each other that they blend.  The picture of June . . . shows the harvesters carrying fruit 

baskets under which their heads almost disappear.  It looks as if the humans were 

shooting up into fruits and flowers” (104).  Parallel with Bruegel, a close relationship 

between humans and the land appears in many of Porter’s stories set in the United States, 

and Noon Wine is a case in point.  
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Noon Wine 

Published in 1939, Noon Wine provides examples of the same kind of art-based 

images and literary devices that shape Porter’s earliest stories set in Mexico continue to 

shape her fiction in later years.  This story offers a unique opportunity to analyze the 

workings of Porter’s literary images because she writes a detailed explanation of the 

writing process behind this piece in “Noon Wine: The Sources” (CE 467).  With land 

images and motifs common to Renaissance Period artwork filling the story, Noon Wine 

demonstrates Porter’s increasing mastery of literary iconographic figures and folk 

carnival patterns. 

In this story about the rise and fall of a Central Texas dairy farmer and his 

farmhand, the central figure functioning iconographically is Thompson, whom Porter 

describes as a character with a “natural aptitude for Pride and Sloth” (CE 480).  Pride and 

sloth are his two figurative parents, compatible with the name Thompson indicating a son 

of Tom, which itself means “twin.”13  From Auerbach’s examination of typology and the 

classification of types as significant, historical, and dramatic, Noon Wine’s Thompson is 

significant through his characterization in scenic moments.  For example, he is a literary 

image of sloth at the start of the story as indicated by the gate he has not bothered to 

repair and his lazy butter-churning technique whereby he “gave the churn a great shove 

and it swung back and forth several times on its own momentum” (CS 222-23).  A scenic 

moment of Thompson’s pride is the image of Thompson and his wife driving their buggy 

“together in silence” with “the buggy jolting in the ruts” from house to house.  He is 

trying to convince the neighbors that when he killed Hatch he was only trying to defend 
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Helton (CS 262).  Thompson is more concerned about his reputation than Hatch’s death 

itself.    

 

 

Fig. 41.  Pieter Bruegel. Sloth from The Seven Deadly Sins. 1558. Etching and Engraving. The Art Institute 
of Chicago, Chicago. Bridgeman Art Library. 

 
 
Historical and dramatic elements accompany the significant components of the 

figure Thompson.  Historically, two references to the prominence of his “Adam’s apple” 

accentuate Thompson’s position as a descendant of Adam from the Book of Genesis 

and consequently of his tendency toward human folly.14  This figure works 

iconographically in that the fall of Adam prefigures the sins of sloth and pride in his 

descendants, including Thompson, a son of these twin vices.  Thompson fathers two sons, 

but more importantly from an iconographic perspective, he prefigures the coming of sloth 

and pride in future generations of humans.  Dramatically, Thompson participates in the 
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narrative action of the story.  Thompson hires the Swedish worker Helton when he 

arrives at his front porch, and the farm benefits from Helton’s labor during the ensuing 

years.  Receiving a raise, Helton sends money to his mother which triggers the search of 

bounty hunter Hatch, who seeks Helton on a murder charge.  Sensing a loss of his fortune 

and acting somewhat unconsciously, Thompson kills Hatch when he comes to arrest 

Helton.  Although found innocent in the courts, Thompson no longer commands the 

respect of his family and neighbors.  Out of shame, he commits suicide in a field.  

According to the workings of types in iconography, narrative action occurs not only in 

Thompson’s action in Porter’s story but also in the narratives of his predecessors Sloth 

and Pride portrayed in late medieval artwork and literature and in the events surrounding 

Adam from the creation story in the Book of Genesis.   

Bruegel completed the drawings Sloth (fig. 41) as well as Pride (fig. 42) for his 

Deadly Sins series, producing a visual depiction of the traits Porter later uses in Noon 

Wine.  The artwork images of laziness in Sloth often match or bear similarities to the 

literary images of sloth present in the story.  From Bruegel’s drawing, a hollow shell of a 

dilapidated building with a broken roof and tree growing through the planks stands in the 

upper right corner.  Depicting a similar state of dilapidation, the gate in Noon Wine “was 

now sunk so firmly on its broken hinges no one thought of trying to close it” (CS 222), 

and the building for the dairy farm’s milking “was only another shack of weather-beaten 

boards nailed together hastily years before” with its shelves “clung at hazard” (CS 226-

27).  From the top center of Bruegel’s Sloth, the man who won’t make the effort to 

defecate or to get out of the way of his own excrement when miniature men prod him 

along demonstrates the proverb “‘He’s too lazy to shit’” (Klein 209).  Reflecting a 



 

131 
 

regular practice for her, Porter eliminates the artwork defecation image common to the 

Renaissance Period by finding an alternative, less offensive literary image to illustrate the  

 

 

Fig. 42.  Pieter Bruegel. Pride from The Seven Deadly Sins. 1558. Etching and Engraving. The Israel 
Museum, Jerusalem. Bridgeman Art Library.  

 
same point.  When he spits his tobacco juice, Thompson does not make an effort to find a 

spittoon or keep his pathway clean.  Instead he “squirted a tremendous spit of tobacco 

juice out over the steps” which are “brown and gleaming with fresh tobacco juice” (CS 

222).  Both the defecation image and the tobacco-spitting image convey significance by 

drawing attention to a laziness so chronic that it causes personal uncleanliness and 

encircling filth.   

With fewer parallel motifs than those found between Noon Wine and Sloth, 

Porter’s Noon Wine nevertheless complements Bruegel’s Pride.  Comparable to the 
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description of Porter’s characters passing though the festive process, many of the people 

in the background of Bruegel’s Pride have blank eyes, long faces, and round mouths.  

Upon his arrival on the farm, Helton has “blue eyes so pale they were almost white, 

looking and not looking at him from a long gaunt face” (CS 223).  At the end of the story 

“Mrs. Thompson’s eyes” are “wide open, staring dreadfully” and Thompson’s eyes are 

“hallowed out and dead looking” (CS 266; 258).  His “jaw fell” in response to his 

family’s rejection (CS 266).  In Pride the drawing, two artwork figures look into mirrors, 

demonstrating self-absorption and their fixation with appearances.  Excessively 

concerned about “his own appearance in the sight of God and man” (CS 233), Thompson 

exhibits pride through his attitude toward farm work and status in the neighborhood.  He 

holds the “opinion” that most work on the farm—tending the cattle, calves, hens, and 

hogs—are below his “dignity and reputation” and should have been his wife’s chores, 

except that she had become ill (CS 233-34).  Thompson is not an evil person, according 

to Porter who explains “he was only a poor sinner doing his best according to his lights, 

lights somewhat dimmed” (CE 480).  Although he is not malevolent, Thompson displays 

a willful lack of attention toward his duties and devotes an inordinate amount of time 

cultivating his reputation.  His disposition indicates this character is ripe for uncrowning 

in the folk carnival process.  

Present in many of Porter’s literary figures, a Dance of Death pairing occurs in 

Noon Wine’s characters including Thompson, a name associated with twins.  As in 

Holbein’s Dance of Death, skeletal characters “with grim humor” enter Porter’s story 

“now secretly, now openly” but often “unrecognized” (Knackfuss 102).  One member of 

Porter’s pair bearing a skeletal or mask-like appearance functions as a warning for its 
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partner to “ponder on his end and to point out the equality in death of all” (Knackfuss 

92).  A discussion of Porter’s familiarity with the Dance of Death and memento mori 

artwork appears in Chapter Two.  Various combinations of pairs are present in Noon 

Wine: the “little frail” Mrs. Thompson joins with her husband Thompson (CS 227), the 

“pale” Herbert stands at the side of his brother, Arthur (CS 267), and “Brother Bones” 

Olaf Helton faces the bounty hunter “fat man” Homer Hatch (CS 242-43).  The Dance of 

Death pairs in Noon Wine on the one hand bring to the forefront “the power of Death” 

but on the other hand aim to diminish a crippling fear of death by encouraging people to 

place death in broader contexts such as the continuation of culture, the inevitable end of 

all human lives, and even the possibility of some kind of life after death.15  The skeletal 

pairing highlights the folly of Thompson’s sloth and pride, given the context of his entire 

life and inevitable death. 

Demonstrating the influence of artwork on her arrangement of figures, the literary 

iconographic figure Thompson and characters throughout Porter’s fiction secure some of 

their identification from the cultural artifacts around them.  The Mexican artists, the 

Agrarians, the late medieval Flemings, and Porter hold in common an emphasis on 

cultural artifacts.  Influenced by contemporary anthropology, the Mexican artistic 

movement during the 1920s emphasized cultural artifacts such as clothing and household 

items.  Porter analyzes a variety of artifacts for a folk art exhibition in Outline of Mexican 

Popular Arts and Crafts.  The introduction to I’ll Take My Stand defines the Agrarian’s 

view of humanism as “not an abstract system, but a culture” arising from “a definite 

social tradition” that emerges from “the way of life itself—in its tables, chairs, portraits, 

festivals, laws, marriage customs” (xvi).  The paintings of the Flemings are often 
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characterized by their emphasis on “the particular, the small-scale, lovingly observed, 

finely crafted detail” (Harbison 39).  Harbison discusses Northern Renaissance paintings 

that contain numerous household and still-life details (12; 58-59; 73).  Bruegel’s painting 

Peasant’s Dance (fig. 40) provides details of the people’s dress, festivals, and daily  

 

 
Fig. 43.  Joachim de Patinir. St. Jerome in the Desert. c. 1515. Wood. Musée du Louvre, Paris. ARTstor 
Slide Gallery.   
 

activities from the culture.  Porter places literary images of farm tools, clothing, and 

cooking items adjacent to the narrative action of her characters to link them to their 

culture.  The artifacts in Porter’s Noon Wine connect them to Central Texas rural culture 

at the start of the twentieth century.  Thompson pushes “a big swing churn” and owns a 

milk house with “wooden molds” and “shallow pans” (CS 226-27).  Helton splits wood 

on his “chopping log” and piles the pieces near his shed (CS 242).  Mrs. Thompson wears 

a “sunbonnet low over her eyes” in the garden, and she sets “buttered cornbread on their 

plates” on the table for supper (CS 240-41). 
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Porter’s regular use of the term “landscape” to describe her own surroundings and 

her story’s settings lends her fiction to interpretations using categories applied to Flemish  

 

 

Fig. 44.  Pieter Bruegel. The Harvesters. 1565. Oil on Wood. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 
ARTstor Slide Gallery.   

 
landscapes.  Referring to her travels, Porter sees “a different landscape, but the same 

world,” and in her reflections about leaving Paris she says that “it is only the present 

horrors of moving that distorts the landscape” (L 87; 138).  Explaining the sources of her 

story Noon Wine, Porter claims that the “summer country of my childhood, this place of 

memory, is filled with landscapes shimmering in light and color” (CE 470).   

A trait shared with Porter’s fictional works, one characteristic of Flemish 

landscape paintings is their capacity to carry a series of images depicting an unfolding 
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story or multiple related stories.  Alvarez notes the sequence of scene-like portrayals in 

Porter’s writings.16  In late medieval Flemish paintings, Harbison explains that in 

accordance with the established practice of using modelbooks to draw figures, a 

“landscape was segmented or parcelled [stet] out into neat vignettes” (Harbison 134).  

Porter was exposed to the narrative capacity of paintings found in not only some of 

Bruegel’s works but also other Flemish paintings, such as St. Jerome in the Desert (Fig. 

43), exhibited at one of the art shows she attended.  Featuring Bible translator St. Jerome 

in the middle of a journey at prayer in a rocky outcrop at the center, the painting portrays 

a town in a valley at the lower left, a road from the town winding up a mountain through 

rocks in the center, and a church at the end of the road in the upper right corner.  Other 

Flemish paintings, such as Hans Memling’s Scenes from the Life of the Virgin and Christ 

with at least twenty-five scenes, portray many more sets of images (Harbison 134-35).  

Noon Wine contains the following sequence of scene-like settings that could be depicted 

in a landscape painting of the Thompson farm and the nearby surrounding area: front 

yard, front porch, front room, kitchen, back porch, milk shed, hired man’s shack, barn, 

garden, fields, and neighbors’ homes.  Porter handles her literary structure like the 

landscapes of Flemish painters who “cleverly segmented their view of the natural world 

in order to stress narrative purpose.”17  

Similar to Bruegel’s artwork figures, Porter’s characters often maintain a close 

proximity to the land.  Among the ten color Bruegel prints Porter kept in her collection of 

papers, The Harvesters (fig. 44) from the Seasons series presents an expansive wheat 

field within sight of the sea.18  Men and women enter the fields to cut the wheat, take 

breaks under the trees, and lie on the ground in contact with the soil.  The close 
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relationship between land and people appears not only in the physical contact of the 

people with the plants and the land, but also in the color of the workers’ skin, matching 

the color of the wheat.  Even the workers’ postures match the angles of the unharvested 

wheat and the wheat sheaves, to the effect that the people seem to be emerging from the 

land.  Porter’s characters frequently come in physical contact with their environs.  From 

Noon Wine, there are “two grubby small boys with tow-colored hair who” are “digging 

among the ragweed,” and Helton spreads manure on garden soil and “worked it in” (CS 

237).  Her other stories often establish the same tactile connection between the characters 

and their surroundings.  In “María Concepción,” the protagonist “set off across the 

plowed fields” and “sat down quietly under a sheltering thorny bush” (CS 13).  In “The 

Cracked Looking Glass” explored in Chapter Five, Rosaleen “sat with her forehead 

pressed against the warm, calm side of the cow” (CS 222; 107). 

One effect of the relationship of Porter’s characters to the land is her stories’ 

capacity to refer to ordinary people.  Porter’s rural-based stories share traits with the 

paintings of Bruegel whose figures suggest common villagers and farmers everywhere.  

Nadine Orenstein asserts that Bruegel has been most known for his “peasants,” 

“industrious figures working the land and amorous peasant couples embracing, by turn 

serious or satirical, allegorical or moralizing” (382).  James Snyder claims “the peasant” 

is a focal point in Bruegel’s paintings conveying a philosophy that is not unrelated to the 

Netherlandish idea of Elckerlijk (Jedermann in German, Everyman in” English) (487).  

Porter sets up her iconographic figures in a similar manner.  Close to the land, pioneer 

woman Granny Weatherall in “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” “fenced in a hundred 

acres once, digging the post holes herself and clamping wires” (CS 83).  A mother of 
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several children, Granny is a kind of “everyman” who, using Snyder’s phrasing, “being 

close to the earth, indeed, part of it from an economic and social point of view” is “the 

prime matter from which this stuff called humanity could be formed” (487).  As a 

descendant of Adam who fell to sin in the Garden of Eden, Thompson in Noon Wine also 

exhibits his everyman characteristics through his tendency toward the weaknesses of 

sloth and pride. 

Panofsky asserts the Flemish paintings’ characteristic combination of foreground 

household details with background expanded horizons results in paintings that contain 

both particular and global dimensions.  Recalling a biographer’s description of a van 

Eyck painting, Panofsky says by “describing the direct juxtaposition of the minutiae of an 

interior with a vast almost cosmic panorama, of the microscopic with the telescopic, so to 

speak,” Fazio finds in the quality of van Eyck’s works “the simultaneous realization, and 

in a sense, reconciliation, of the ‘two infinites,’ the infinitesimally small and the infinitely 

large. It is a secret that intrigued the Italians, and that always eluded them” (Early 3).   

This contrasting combination of minute details and panoramic backgrounds 

appears in many of Porter’s stories.  For example, in Noon Wine the iconographic figure 

Mr. Thompson and his farm are surrounded by particular identifying motifs, such as a 

broken gate associated with sloth, a butter churn linked with dairy farms, and chinaberry 

trees found in Texas (CS 222).  Furthermore, the land and the people on the land are 

connected to the broader world.  Farm laborer Helton is a “Swede” who last worked in 

North Dakota (CS 225).  The family of bounty hunter Hatch “came over from Georgia” 

and Thompson’s “grampap immigrated in 1836” (CS 244).  From “The Cracked 

Looking-Glass,” Porter’s structure captures foreground details through her arrangement 
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of particularly named literary images such as “wedges of cake,” “homemade cherry 

brandy,” and a quilt (CS 110; 112).  The story’s background images include the distant  

 

 

Fig. 45.  Pieter Bruegel. Kermesse of St. George. 1553. Engraving. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York. ARTstor Slide Gallery.   

 

“steady slope of the lane” which “ran on for nearly a mile” (CS 131), the ocean “darkness 

over the rush of waters” (CS 125), and Rosaleen’s reflections that “beyond everything 

like a green field with morning sun on it lay youth and Ireland” (CS 134).  Like the 

Flemings she studied, Porter places side by side the minute with the panoramic to 

reconcile “the infinitesimally small and the infinitely large” and to produce works with 

both particular and global dimensions. 

Like Bruegel’s paintings, Porter’s stories with rural settings convey change by 

connecting the land to the world at large.  Bruegel’s The Harvest and his other landscapes 

with their broad skylines reflect an openness to new discoveries in light of European 
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encounters with the Americas, developments in science, and breakthroughs in 

understanding the solar system.  Besides its people working in close relationship with the  

 

 

Fig. 46.  Pieter Bruegel. The Poor Kitchen. 1563. Engraving. Allentown Art Museum, Allentown. The 
Renaissance Connection. Web. 13 Jan. 2012. 

 
land, The Harvest portrays in the distance a harbor with ships and a slightly curved 

horizon suggesting the roundness of planet Earth.  Snyder uses the phrase Theatrum orbis 

terrarum, or “Theater of the Orb of the World,” not only to refer to the first modern 

European atlas put out by one of Bruegel’s closest friends—geographer, archeologist, and 

cartographer Abraham Ortelius—but also to describe Bruegel’s panoramic perspective on 

the natural world (484; 488; 503).19  ` 

Bruegel’s wide-angled landscape appears to contact all the lands and peoples of 

the world.  Porter, too, engages in global concerns.  She asserts her stories aim to provide 
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literary structures that make a relevant “statement in a period of grotesque dislocations in 

a whole society when the world was heaving in the sickness of millennial change”  

 

 

Fig. 47.  Pieter van der Heyden after Pieter Bruegel the Elder. The Fat Kitchen. 1563. Engraving. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. Web. 13 Jan. 2012. 
 

 
(Introduction).  Aspects of Theatrum orbis terrarum are present in many of her stories.  

“The Cracked Looking Glass” and Noon Wine contain characters illustrating the 

migration of peoples from countries around the world.  Rosaleen from “The Cracked 

Looking Glass” portrays one of the millions of people forced to live the life of an exile, 

and Thompson depicts the pressures faced by the numerous people living a fading 

agrarian way of life at the turn of the twentieth century.  From the perspective of 
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contemporary anthropology, many of Porter’s characters face epochal change.  Festive 

pattern devices further accentuate the universality of the changes they undergo. 

 
Festive Patterns in Noon Wine 

Repeating a pattern common to many of Porter’s stories, Noon Wine contains 

marketplace, banquet, crowning, grotesque, and mask conventions.  Bruegel’s familiarity 

with festive conventions appears in many of his drawings and paintings, including the 

engraving Kermesse of St. George (fig. 45) with its dancing and drinking in the lower 

right-hand corner, the feast day gathering outside a church in the center background, and 

the overall merriment portrayed by the people participating in games across the work.  

Noon Wine’s marketplace devices, signaling “the receding past and the advancing future, 

the becoming” (R 195), include references to food and its preparation.  Besides providing 

corn, fruit, pork, and chicken for meals, the story’s farm is a place where farmhand 

Helton “boiled his own coffee and fried his own bacon” (CS 224; 235).  Preparing for   

marketplace trading, Thompson is “pushing a big spring churn” to make butter from his 

dairy farm, and before long he is “gointa ride into town and get a little order of groceries” 

and a “coupla little toddies” (CS 222; 225-26).  Haggling in marketplace fashion, Helton 

negotiates his wages.  He asserts, “I get a dollar a day,” while Thompson counters that 

per month “I’ll give you seven dollars and you eat at the table with us” (CS 224).  In 

bargaining complete with a “laugh and shout” from Thompson (CS 224), the marketplace 

exchange at the farmhouse is “the drama of laughter presenting at the same time the death 

of the old and the birth of the new world” and marks the shift between Thompson’s 

previous lean years and the start of his successful years (R 149).   
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The story’s kitchen motifs bear resemblances to artwork images from Bruegel’s 

drawings The Poor Kitchen (fig. 46) and The Fat Kitchen (fig. 47).  Porter’s familiarity 

with poverty and wealth motifs in Bruegel appears in the Droll Peter’s chapters titled 

“The Lean” and “The Fat.”  Like The Poor Kitchen with a group of skinny people 

grabbing mussels from a bowl in a nearly bare kitchen, limited food variety and poorly 

maintained equipment characterize Thompson’s farm until Helton arrives (CS 231; 227).  

Demonstrating lean and poor literary images, Helton is a “tall bony man” who is “narrow 

chested” with “a long gaunt face” (CS 222-23).  After Mr. Thompson gives his “little 

frail” wife “a good pinch on her thin little rump,” he states, “ No more meat on you than a 

rabbit” (CS 227; 232).   

After Helton’s arrival, many of the kitchen and food allusions bear a resemblance 

to Bruegel’s The Fat Kitchen with its rotund people gathered in a well-furnished kitchen 

eating an abundance of sausages.  Following Helton’s first visit to the milk shed, Mrs. 

Thompson finds “a rich roll of butter” and notices “the wooden molds and shallow pans 

had been scrubbed and scalded for the first time in who knows when” with a barrel “full 

of buttermilk ready for the pigs and weanling calves” (CS 227).  Feeding the hogs 

improved food scraps, Helton raises pigs that “were in better shape and sold for more 

money.”  Mrs. Thompson collects an increased variety of food—onions, beans, and 

carrots—from her garden when Helton tends to it (CS 237).  Above all, Helton fills hog 

guts to make sausage, one of the foremost folk carnival foods (CS 235).  The image of 

sausages, appearing in both Bruegel’s The Fat Kitchen and Noon Wine, convey fecundity, 

in part because their intestinal covering originates in the lower body where digestive and 

reproductive regeneration occurs.  Over the years that Helton works, the farm produces 
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enough goods for the kitchen to contain the equivalent of “ancient hyperboles of food” 

and to resemble Bruegel’s kitchen of plenty (R 184).  In a related side note, The Fat 

Kitchen illustrates the front cover of the 1984 paperback edition of Bakhtin’s Rabelais 

and His World.   

As the farm becomes increasingly prosperous, the folk carnival banquet images 

with their ingesting motifs mark the Thompson family’s triumph over the struggles of the 

world.  Partaking of the drinking and swallowing closely connected to festive 

conventions, Thompson returns from town with alcohol on his breath and tells a 

humorous story about a goat drinking beer (CS 229-30).  At the kitchen table, Helton 

“took a fair-sized piece of cornbread, wiped his plate” and “stuffed his mouth full” (CS 

229).  In these two men, the folk carnival wide-open, swallowing mouths emphasize 

eating “without being devoured.”  The ingesting eliminates the border between the body 

and the world by means of the digestive system where a “man tastes the world, introduces 

it into his body,” and “makes it part of himself” (R 281).  When the boys chew their 

cornbread and the buttermilk noisily slips “down their gullets” (CS 241), the story 

anticipates the boys’ victory over world and its hardships through the workings of the 

body which “rends the world apart” and “is enriched and grows at the world’s expense” 

(R 281).  

Chewing tobacco when Helton arrives early in the story, Thompson chomps on 

his tobacco again at the appearance of bounty hunter Mr. Hatch years later.  As “one of 

the most ancient, and most important objects of human thought and imagery,” chewing is 

for Thompson the “encounter of man with the world, which takes place inside the open, 

biting, rending, chewing mouth” (R 281).  Thompson and Hatch enter into a kind of 
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chewing competition as they battle over Helton and, consequently, Thompson’s future.  

Hatch, who “cut off a large wad and put it in his mouth,” turns the conversation into 

debate over the best tobacco.  Their dialogue discloses that Hatch likes a “natural leaf, 

medium strong” whereas Thompson prefers “a strong leaf” that is “heavy cured” (CS 

249).  Staunchly defending his position, Hatch starts “shifting his plug and squirting 

tobacco juice at a dry-looking little rose bush that was having a hard enough time as it 

was” (CS 248-49).  In response, Thompson just “chewed steadily” (CS 250).  A “tough 

weather-beaten man,” Thompson is the independent Texas farmer battling bounty hunter 

Hatch whose stated goal is “law and order” but whose actual motivation is monetary gain 

(CS 253).  Thompson kills Hatch in a skirmish, but this momentary conquest leads to 

Thompson’s own uncrowning. 

 In Noon Wine, Thompson’s crowning and uncrowning cycle begins when Helton 

arrives on the farm.  Thompson’s folk carnival king status surfaces not only in his direct 

characterization as a “proud man” but also in his noble full name, Royal Earle Thompson 

(CS 222-23).  When Helton—whose name resembles hell town—enters the farm, festive 

thrashing language in effect lowers him to the earth which is itself associated with the 

regenerating underworld of folk carnival.  Thompson greets Helton with “how much you 

fixing to gouge outa me,” the thrashing gesture of “slapping his knee,” and the action of 

he “cut himself a chew” (CS 224).  On the run and looking for work after murdering his 

brother, Helton is an “image of the underworld” that “bears this ambivalent character; it 

contains the past, the rejected and condemned” yet “also gives us a glimpse of the new 

life, of the future that is born” (R 409).  When Thompson and Helton take over the throne 

as a pair, a folk carnival two-king reign begins, indicating the “highest degree of 
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happiness” will be reached on the farm (R 197).  Years of agricultural success arrive with 

Helton repetitively playing a “pretty tune, merry and sad,” and regenerative in its 

rhythmic beat (CS 226).  

 

 

Fig. 48.  Hans Holbein. King: Dance of Death. 
1525. Woodcut.  University of California, San 
Diego. ARTstor Slide Gallery. 

 

Fig. 49.  Hans Holbein. Noblewoman: Dance of 
Death. 1525. Woodcut. University of California, 
San Diego. ARTstor Slide Gallery. 
 

Driving onto the farm, bounty hunter Hatch instigates the uncrowning.  When 

Helton plays his familiar tune on the harmonica, Hatch informs Thompson that the music 

is a “drinking song” (CS 246).  With this folk carnival music in the background, vigorous 

thrashing and slicing images accompany the interchange between Thompson and Helton.  

Seated on a “chopping log,” Hatch “produced his own plug and, opening a huge bowie 

knife with a long blade sharply whetted, cut off a large wad” (CS 248).  Reflecting that 

Hatch could fall “on the ax and cut himself” (CS 250), Thompson learns that Helton had 

shoved “his pitchfork through his brother” (CS 251).  At the end of the conversation 
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between Hatch and Thompson, a set of festive actions occur that “ten[d] to embrace both 

poles of becoming” with “contradiction and unity” (R 203).  On the negative end of the  

  

 

Fig. 50.  Pieter Bruegel and Pieter van der Heyden. The Temptation of Saint Anthony. 1556. Engraving. 
Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute, Williamstown. ARTstor Slide Gallery.   

 

pole, a confusing scene leaves Hatch dead from a knife wound and Thompson stamped 

with a reputation as a killer.  On the positive end of the pole is the emergence of 

Thompson’s two sons, “big boys—fifteen and seventeen” who have been trained by 

Helton and are now equipped to take over the farm from the old king figure (CS 258). 

The final thrashing and eventual uncrowning of Thompson occurs simultaneously 

with the rise of his two sons.  The “tow-colored” boys are the “two” heirs which, in folk 

carnival “inside out,” “upside down” fashion (CS 222; R 410), will be transformed from 

mere boys to young men matching their noble names alluding to the legendary King 
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Arthur and the Herbert family’s earls of Pembroke.20  As the boys grow older, they speak 

of their father as “the Old Man,” a folk carnival phrase signaling the time is approaching  

 

 

Fig. 51.  Pieter Bruegel. Triumph of Death. 1562. Painting. Museo del Prado, Madrid. ARTstor Slide 
Gallery.   
 

for the old to fall and the new to rise (CS 242).  Porter uses thrashing language to present 

Arthur’s confrontation with his father: “His face was in a knot of rage, his fists were 

doubled up, he faced his father as if he meant to strike him” (CS 266).  The figurative 

assault continues: “So many blows had been struck at Mr. Thompson and from so many 

directions he couldn’t stop any more to find out where he was hit” (CS 267).  Bakhtin 

explains that the old is not rejected as much as it “is offered together with the new world 

and is represented with it as the dying part of the dual body” (R 410).  Caught in the 
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topsey-turvey, summersault, festive narrative pattern, Thompson is the dying “underside” 

of the dual body that will regenerate and be ready for the time when he in “bottoms up” 

fashion reemerges as an altered literary figure.  A literary image of sloth and pride, 

Thompson will reappear under a transformed guise in future generations. 

Uncrowning festive conventions often lead to death, but Porter’s death images 

function to foster regeneration, not to encourage a morbid fixation with dying.  

Presenting death within an instructive context, Porter follows a course set by Bruegel and 

other Renaissance Period artists.  Landscape with the Fall of Icarus (fig. 55) illustrates 

Icarus falling into the sea from the sky after the sun melted the wax in his wings when he 

flew too close to the sun because of his pride.  Mr. Thompson’s death functions as an 

admonishment against the pride he demonstrates in the excessive measures he undertakes 

to preserve his status among his neighbors and his family.  Hatch’s death serves as a 

warning against the unexpected results of insatiable greed. 

The memento mori and Dance of Death images common to Bruegel and Porter 

point to the universality of death.  Chapter Three discusses Porter’s familiarity with the 

death figures of Posada from twentieth-century Mexico and of Holbein from sixteenth-

century Basel.  In Porter’s copy of Holbein, Knackfuss explains the Dance of Death 

artwork “symbolized the nothingness of all earthly things by confronting the figures of 

the living with the figures of the dead.”21  Just as the kingly Royal Earle Thompson meets 

his death and his queenly wife faces her fall, Holbein’s King: Dance of Death (fig. 48) 

and Noblewoman: Dance of Death (fig. 49) remind people that death is an equalizer and 

can occur to any person at any time.  Snyder finds similarities between Bruegel’s version 

of the medieval Dance of Death and Holbein’s portrayal of people greeted by skeletal 
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figures.  Analyzing Bruegel’s Triumph of Death (fig. 51), Snyder says “the mighty king 

is claimed by two of his courtiers . . . and next to the gamesters, a pair of lovers, still 

unaware of what is happening, entertain themselves by singing and playing on a lute as 

another grinning skull approaches with a hurdy-gurdy to accompany them” (486-87).  

Porter’s use of doubles, with one of the characters bearing a more skeletal visage than the 

other, indicates the insertion of Dance of Death literary images into her narrative pattern.  

Helton nicknamed “Brother Bones” is one skeletal double for Thompson (CS 242).  The 

skinny, sickly Ellie Thompson is his second skeletal double (CS 227; 225).   

Interpreting Porter’s dying characters solely as early twentieth-century victims of 

their environment is a common reductive error.  Those critics who identify “rejection” as 

the key facet of Porter’s works often miss the rejuvenating operation of death images in 

her fiction.22  The conventions in the Dance of Death, like an admonitory sermon, are 

inherently hopeful in their assumption that people have the potential to recognize their 

folly or the brevity of their lives to change their behavior for the better. 

The folk carnival grotesque body conventions, including the gaping mouth and 

facial orifices, are present in Bruegel, Rabelais, and Porter.  Bruegel’s artworks featuring 

wide-open mouths include The Temptation of St. Anthony (fig. 50), Dulle Griet, The 

Triumph of Death (fig. 51), and The Fall of the Rebel Angels.  His works featuring an 

unlocked body falling to the ground and open to the cosmos contain the same kinds of 

literary images found in Rabelais who from Bakhtin’s persepective reveals a world that is 

changing or becoming:  

The unfinished open body (dying, bringing forth and being born) is not 
separated from the world by clearly defined boundaries; it is blended with 
the world, with animals, with objects. It is cosmic, it represents the entire 
material bodily world in all its elements. It is an incarnation of this world 
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at the absolute lower stratum, as the swallowing up and generating 
principle, as the bodily grave and bosom, as a field which has been sown 
and in which new shoots are preparing to sprout.  (R 26-27)  
 

Through figures with gaping mouths—as when Hatch a “fat man opened his mouth and 

roared with joy” and “Mr. Thompson’s jaw fell” in ”Noon Wine”—Porter portrays 

changing characters and a world that is becoming something new (CS 243; 266).  

 In conjunction with crowning and uncrowning, the presence of grotesque body 

images in Noon Wine points to change for Thompson and for the western region of the 

United States where he resides.  Body openings are key features of the grotesque.  

Prevalent “in the art of European peoples” and “in their folklore” for thousands of years 

(R 318-19), the gaping mouth found in Thompson indicates he is opening himself up to 

the world when he hires Helton.  Upon Helton’s arrival—an event marking the beginning 

of Thompson’s crowning and rise to folk carnival kingship, Thompson starts “to laugh 

and shout.”  Negotiating Helton’s wages, Thompson “brayed,” presenting an exaggerated 

open mouth, “the fundamental traditional method of rendering external comic features, as 

pictured by comic masks” (CS 222; 224).  Thompson’s queen, Mrs. Thompson, is “sick” 

and had “been porely for the last few days.”  The phrase includes a deliberate misspelling 

of “porely” to suggest Mrs. Thompson’s openness to the world through her pores (CS 

224).  She is a woman with a “suffering patient mouth and diseased eyes which cried 

easily” (CS 227).  Porter’s combination of body motifs points “to the mouth, throat, to 

overindulgence and disease, in other words, to the characteristic grotesque complex” (R 

325).  With these classic grotesque images in place, the story is set for larger dramatic 

implications.  Thompson’s crowning and success hold widespread repercussions by 

signaling the rise of opportunity on the United States western frontier for the descendants 
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of European immigrants such as Helton and the peak of an agricultural way of life around 

the world before the start of the twentieth century.  

 Grotesque images indicate the beginning of an era is approaching for bounty 

hunter Hatch’s opportunistic “law and order,” and the time is ending for Thompson’s Old 

West frontier justice.  When Hatch refers to Helton’s drinking song, the farmer begins to 

experience a grotesque “dizzy” spell, and he opens his mouth as he “shot out his quid” 

(CS 252).  Displaying the attributes of the “cosmic and universal” grotesque body 

participating in the workings of change (R 318-19), Thompson reacts to his wife’s 

distress and his own inner turmoil.  On his last night alive a “sweat broke out on him,” 

“he bawled,” and his “jaw fell” (CS 266).  Thompson perceives “Mrs. Thompson’s eyes, 

wide open, staring dreadfully at him, the tears pouring” (CS 266).  In a close relationship 

between the body and the earth, the Thompson’s bodies, like the bodies in the works of 

Rabelais, can figuratively “merge with various natural phenomena, with mountains, 

rivers, seas, islands, and continents” (R 318-19).  Mr. and Mrs. Thompson are connecting 

with the world around them as their joint reign and a way of life in Central Texas comes 

to an end.  As Bakhtin says, “The grotesque conception of the body is interwoven not 

only with the cosmic but also with the social, utopian, and historic theme, and above all 

with the theme of the change of epochs and the renewal of culture” (R 324-25).  

The grotesque images often overlap with portrayals of death in Bruegel and 

Porter.  Stressing the structure’s “generating principle,” Bakhtin outlines how folk 

carnival humor ties humans and the cosmos together through a death-to-life cycle in the 

downward movement of a dying grotesque body falling to the earth and the downward 

movement of banquet food lowering to the bowels and the  sexual organs (R 26-28).  The 
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regenerative role of what Bakhtin calls the land and the “lower stratum” appears in both 

Bruegel and Porter, although Porter accentuates the earth.  Compatible with her interest  

 

 

Fig. 52.  Pieter Bruegel. World Upside Down: Flemish Proverbs. 1559. Oil on panel. Museum Dahlem, 
Berlin. ARTstor Slide Gallery.   
 

in contemporary anthropology, she treats each generation with its cultural artifacts like 

the material for a stratum of a future archeological dig. 

 Tailoring the grotesque conventions to suit her own purposes, Porter heightens the 

dirt imagery to accentuate the soil as an agrarian regenerative source.  In the manner 

ofRabelais, the dirt draws attention to a “mighty thrust downward into the bowels of the 

earth” (R 370).  Leading Noon Wine’s folk carnival “journey into the underground” (R 

370), Helton is a talented farm laborer who will guide the family to financial stability.  

Trailing through the dirt when he first walks up to the Thompson home, Helton “clumped 
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down his big square dusty shoes one after the other steadily, like a man following a 

plow” (CS 222).  On Helton’s last day at the farm, “dust was inches thick on everything” 

(CS 242), and Helton dies after “running through the hot fields.”  A posse roughly 

captures him in a skirmish and pins him to the ground (CS 259), matching Rabelais’s 

“downward movement in fights, beatings, and blows.”  Bakhtin explains that combatants 

“throw the adversary to the ground, trample him into the earth” and in effect “bury their 

victim.  But at the same time they are creative; they sow and harvest” (R 370). 

The similarity of his name to hell town and his movement through the dirt 

underscore Helton’s figurative descent into the underworld as the murderer of his brother 

and as a person living in exile from his family.  Nevertheless, the downward movement is 

renewing, for as Bakhtin recalls, in the festive pattern “everything descends into the earth 

and the bodily grave in order to die and to be reborn” (R 435).  Helton’s regenerative role 

appears in his spreading manure “closely linked with fertility” on the farm’s garden (R 

149).  As the years pass, Mrs. Thompson works in the garden where “she noticed how 

neatly Mr. Helton weeded, and how rich the soil was.  He had spread it all over with 

manure from the barns, and worked it in, in the fall, and the vegetables were coming up 

fine and full” (CS 237).  Bakhtin claims the renewal occurring in the grave is the reason 

“why the downward movement pervades” Rabelais’s “entire imagery from beginning to 

end” (R 435). 

 The folk carnival dirt and the characters’ downward movement to the ground also 

mark Hatch’s death and Thompson’s suicide.  Hatch the bounty hunter drives up “in all  

this dust,” and he wipes his eyes with “a very dirty blue cotton bandanna” (CS 243; 245).  

Thompson eventually kills Hatch in a rash act and later thinks of the bounty hunter as a 
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“dirty, yellow-livered hound” (CS 266).  Driving his buggy “gray with dust” back to his 

home, Thompson is covered with dirt during the hours before his own agonizing  

death (CS 256-57).  Agricultural dirt imagery appears throughout the story.  On the night 

he shoots himself following a confrontation with his sons, Thompson walks “over plowed 

ground” to the edge of his fields.  He then “lay down flat on the earth on his side” (CS 

267-68).   

Contrary to contemporary sensibilities, Thompson’s death and his contact with 

the earth contain a strong hopeful element.  In folk carnival “[d]eath throes are combined 

with birth in one indissoluble whole” (R 435).  Like a spade turning over soil in a garden, 

a flipping over accompanies the downward movement in Bruegel’s World Turned Upside 

Down: Flemish Proverbs, which displays many of its figures in contact with the ground 

(fig. 52).  One man in a white shirt is digging in the ground at the bottom center of the 

painting while another next to him is kneeling on the ground.  Compatible with the 

“topsey-turvey,” “wrong side out” movement that “celebrates the destruction of the old 

and the birth of the new world—the new year, the new spring, the new kingdom,” sons 

Arthur and Herbert, who have been in the background, stand ready to come to the 

forefront to take over the management of the farm by the end of Noon Wine (R 411).  

They have been trained under the masterful yet demanding hand of Helton.  His name 

sounding like hell town, often associated with the underground, further underscores the 

regeneration of the downward movement into the ground (CS 238; 241-42).  The story 

provides a universal message with the turnover of king figures, as well.  Granting that 

societal changes will place pressures on United States farmers as independent as 
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Thompson, the skill of Arthur and Herbert suggest a hope and a course of action for the 

agrarian way of life in the early twentieth century.  

With many of the same features as the grotesque face, the folk carnival mask 

signals change in Noon Wine.  The exaggerated expressions, blank eyes, pale skin, and 

open mouths in a mask-like face point to “transition, metamorphoses, the violation of 

natural boundaries, to mockery and familiar nicknames” (R 40).  Likened to a 

“disembodied spirit” and called “Big Swede” by the boys, Helton is a man characterized 

by the mask in “the pallor of his eyebrows and hair” and “his long, glum jaw and eyes 

that refused to see anything” (CS 241; 236).  As time passes, Thompson, too, wears a 

kind of mask with “his eyes hollowed out and dead-looking” (CS 266).  Together called 

“Ole Helton” and “Old Man” by the boys, this older pair faces a folk carnival 

replacement by the paired sons who have their own fixed facial expressions that function 

as masks (CS 241-42).  The eldest son Arthur, stands with his “jaw stubborn,” and 

“Herbert was pale and his cheek twitched, but he was on Arthur’s side; he would do what 

he could to help Arthur” (CS 258; 267).  Conveying change for these characters of Noon 

Wine, the masks also carry significance for Porter in her considerations of artistic 

concerns. 

Reflecting upon Bruegel and what it means to be a writer, Porter says, “Artists 

create monsters and many different sorts of landscapes . . .” (CE 439).  As she taps into 

the metamorphosis inherent in the monster-like mask common to modernist painting and 

folk carnival, her statement combines in a few words her key interests in art and her 

agrarian approach to the setting.  From the Droll Peter translation which Porter helped to 

revise, Bruegel emerges as an artist who on the one hand produces “all sorts of masks” 
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and “fantastic conceptions” of “deviltries” and at the same time portrays landscape 

“peasant scenes” at lively kermesse festivals with “boisterous wreath dances.”23  Her 

 

 

Fig. 53.  Hans Holbein. Adam and Eve in the Garden and the Expulsion. 1547. Engraving. University of 
California, San Diego. ARTstor Slide Gallery. 

 
incorporation of mask-like features in the characters Helton, Arthur, and Herbert 

underscores the parallels Porter draws between her role as a writer and a painter’s role as 

an artist.  

Porter’s folk-carnival humor—especially the grotesque body and the mask—point 

to change, but readers of Porter’s fiction should avoid applying purely negative 

interpretations of change that dismiss the value of the past.  To classify Porter’s outlook 

as a “despair-filled vision” and her stories as “completely negative in their final 

perception of truth” (Johnson 95), as some critics have concluded, is to make a 

commonerror that Bakhtin finds common among many critics analyzing folk carnival 
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images as “a bare negative satire.”  He claims there is “not an abstract, absolute negation 

that clearly cuts off the object from the rest of the world” when dealing with 

“phenomenon in its becoming.”  To articulate the workings of the “world passing through 

the phase of death on the way to birth,” the language of “logical negation” does not 

apply.  More fitting are see-saw, topsey-turvy images expressing the “movement from the 

negative to the positive pole” and describing “the world’s metamorphoses, its 

remodeling, its transfer from the old to the new, from the past to the future” (R 411-12).  

Porter’s folk carnival literary images point neither to her rejection of the past nor to her 

despair of the present.  Rather, Porter’s festive devices undergirding a death-to-life cycle 

indicate her recognition of the debt future literary images and structures owe to past 

images and structures.  Just as she herself resurrects the Janus and twin conventions to 

describe Thompson and his sons, the iconographic qualities of her literary images, 

transformed from past images and narratives, indicate she expects upcoming writers to 

revive and revamp the devices she uses in the future. 

Exploring the effects of change on individual persons through her stories, Porter 

nevertheless keeps an eye on continuity.  Porter’s examination of change does not 

explore, as articulated in The Machiavellian Moment, the Renaissance Period concern 

over how to maintain government stability and a fulfilling life of civic virtue in the face 

of potential corruption by oneself and others (Pocock 76).  Instead of exploring the means 

to maintain an active civic life, Porter fictionally chronicles “these individuals who 

populate all these enormous migrations, calamities; who fight wars and furnish life for 

the future. . .” (CE 45).  In her quest for signs of permanence, Porter notes the recurrence 

of images and other conventions in literary works and the visual arts.  She also finds 
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continuity in the repetition of agricultural seasons, similarities in the artistic form of 

cultural artifacts, and the recurrence of human folly such as that depicted in Bruegel’s  

 

   

Fig. 54.  Pieter Bruegel. Anger from The Seven Deadly Sins. 1557. Pen and ink on paper. Galleria degli 
Uffizi, Florence. Bridgeman Art Library.   

 
Anger in his Seven Deadly Sins series (fig. 54).  Instead of the ideal, Porter expects to 

find human folly active in the lives of each individual, and she assumes the presence of 

some version of cultural instability.  Her prototypical figures, Adam and Eve, function in 

the narrative of the fall in Genesis, popular in Renaissance artwork such as Adam and Eve 

in the Garden and the Expulsion by one of her favorite artists Hans Holbein (fig. 53).  

Porter anticipates the kind of pride and sloth images appearing in the scenic moments 

depicting her character Thompson to emerge in other writer’s characters in the future.   

Continuity characterizes Porter’s portrayal of time.   
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Continuing the use of narrative patterns she developed in her Mexican-based 

fiction, Porter’s stories set in the United States present time through their structure and 

choice of images in at least three ways.  First, on the standard level of the plot, the 

narrative organizes time as a minute-by-minute, day-to-day, and year-to-year 

chronological sequencing of events experienced by individuals.  Although she recalls 

people and past events in a jerky, stream-of-consciousness manner because of her 

worsening health, “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall” records Granny’s illness in a 

correct sequence of days leading up to Granny’s death.  Secondly, through the devices of 

folk carnival embedded in the narrative, Porter displays time’s repetitive patterns such as 

the cyclical agricultural seasons found on the Thompson farm in Noon Wine.  Thirdly, the 

iconographic characteristics of the central figures accentuate the sequencing of eras 

particular to a people and place.  These figures have predecessors who prefigured them 

and they anticipate future generations of figures within a particular culture’s subsequent 

eras.  The rise and fall of king figures, matriarchs like Granny and patriarchs like 

Thompson, wield their influence for an age before passing the crown on to someone else. 

As in Porter’s stories already discussed, Noon Wine presents a variety in what 

White calls historiographical styles that nevertheless succumb to the workings of the folk 

carnival process.  The cultural artifacts associated with the characters and the culture—

artifacts from the environment like a “big swing churn” and a “chopping log”—fall under 

White’s category of Metonymy (CS 222; 248).  The figure Thompson functioning 

typologically serves as a prototype figure displaying the traits of pride and sloth in the 

manner of White’s Metaphor.  From another vantage point, as a kind of Synecdoche, 

Thompson’s dying in folk carnival fashion functions as “the dying part of the dual body” 
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whereby “the negative pole in this time-space play is not removed from the positive pole” 

(R 410-11).  Exhibiting traits of what White would classify as Irony, Thompson kills 

himself after driving around to all his neighbors to claim that he was not a killer.24  

Through her “dialectical” and “metatropological” use of multiple kinds of tropes, Porter 

presents an additional variation of Irony (White 37-38).  White asserts that Irony “points 

to the potential foolishness of all linguistic characterizations of reality” and “the essential 

folly of absurdity of the human condition” (37-38).  Within the context of folk carnival, 

however, irony becomes subject to time.  Bakhtin says time, which is both “ironic and 

gay” and “kills and gives birth,” determines the final outcome for Rabelais: “He left 

antinomy and the complexity of life as they were, for he was certain that almighty time 

would solve the problem” (301).  Discussing the importance of establishing significance 

and claiming “nothing is pointless, and nothing is meaningless,” Porter speaks 

emphatically about time providing clarity for the writer as artist: “Surely, we understand 

very little of what is happening to us at any given moment.  But by remembering, 

comparing, waiting to know the consequences, we can sometimes see what an event 

really meant, what it was trying to teach us” (C 88).  Porter’s characters may experience a 

suspension of time as when Mrs. Thompson has a nightmare or Miranda falls ill in Pale 

Horse, Pale Rider (CS 266; 310); nevertheless, Porter’s chronological time in its triumph 

reveals opportunities for the culture and the people in the future. 

  Fascinated with change across time, Porter provides a structure that avoids a 

radical break between past and future.  The festive patterns and iconographic quality of 

Thompson and his sons resist what historian Koselleck identifies as having emerged by 

early nineteenth-century historical accounts as a widening rupture between the past’s 
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“previously existing space of experience” and the future’s “horizon of expectation” (10; 

263; 267).  He contends that in the accounts of “historical time,” writers after the 

Renaissance Period increasingly implied that the past could not be drawn upon to project  

 

 
Fig. 55.  Pieter Bruegel. Landscape with the Fall of Icarus. 1555-58. Oil on panel transferred to canvas. 
Musées royaux des beaux-arts de Belgique, Brussels. ARTstor Slide Gallery. 

 
what emerges in the future (1; 10).  Festive images like Porter’s literary folk carnival 

masks conveying metamorphosis combat the abrupt disconnection reported by Koselleck 

since her festive images “represent this present in the sequence of the past giving birth to 

the future, or in the past’s pregnant death” (R 412).  The sloth and pride found in the 

typological figure Thompson presents the position that folly found in the past and present 

will reemerge in the future along with opportunities for improvement suggested through 

the boys Arthur and Herbert, who learned to work under the guidance of Helton.  Porter’s 

narrative patterns inherently assert that along with any changes comes continuity. 
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Within the range of Porter’s attitudes in Noon Wine, the sympathy for her 

characters and the eventual triumph of the folk carnival structure challenges conclusions 

that Porter is a writer who rejects people and the past.  On the plot level, the anguish of 

some characters conveys an intense or horrified tone, as when Thompson realizes his 

sons have risen up against him and look at him “as if he were a dangerous wild beast” 

(CS 266).  The stunned Thompson elicits a sympathetic reader reaction when he “had no 

fight in him” and blindly runs across a field feeling “[so] many blows had been struck” 

that “he couldn’t stop any more to find out where he was hit” (CS 267).  The tone suits 

Porter’s expressed compassionate aim to write about individuals caught in “enormous 

migrations” and “calamities” and her concern for farmers who do not have the personal 

resources to confront the encroachments on their agrarian way of life (CE 455).  In the 

folk carnival pattern, however, the devices maintain an encouraging tone in their 

“description of the world’s metamorphoses” as “passing through the phase of death on 

the way to birth” (R 412).  Although hopeful in its assumption that time will continue, a 

figure functioning iconographically communicates an objective tone in its reference to 

the good and bad that has occurred in the past and—following the same trajectory—the 

expectation of the good and the bad that is likely to happen in the future.  Porter’s stories 

do not establish a disdainful tone, or demonstrate, as some contend, “her emotion of 

loathing for her fellow voyagers in this mortal life” or a “despair-filled vision,” and her 

characters do not commonly adhere to “the life-pattern represented by the rejection 

theme” with the resultant perspective of “unrelieved darkness.”25  Instead of someone 

who “rejects all social fabrics” (Pinkerton 512), Porter expresses a sympathy for 

characters and arranges her literary images in such a manner that the festive patterns and 
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figures functioning iconographically present a hopeful vision for the future of the people 

and the culture. 

Always ready to resurrect past images for use in the present, Porter investigated 

Renaissance Period artwork that led her to paintings compatible with her interests in an 

agrarian way of life and the artistic process.  The challenges and failures portrayed in 

Noon Wine express Porter’s sympathy for strains on rural living yet acknowledge the 

universal role of human weaknesses she perceives in the downfall of individuals during 

cultural shifts.  Bruegel provides artwork images that allow Porter to examine the 

relationship between humans and the land as well as a way to explore the role and 

development of an artist.  Porter reflects upon Landscape with the Fall of Icarus by 

Bruegel to explain the aim of her writing.  From “My First Speech,” given to the 

American Women’s Club in Paris during 1934 (CE 433), she analyzes Bruegel’s work as 

a springboard to discuss a writer’s “capacity to express what he feels, knows, is, has 

been, has seen, and experienced” (CE 438).  Porter compares the impact of Fall of Icarus 

upon herself with the truths of writers whereby the audience receives “some new light 

thrown upon [a subject] that gives you a glimpse into some wider world not built with 

hands.”  Suggesting a close relationship between artists and landscapes, Porter adds, 

“Artists create monsters and many different sorts of landscapes; and they are true, if the 

artists are great enough to show you what they have seen” (CE 439).  One of her main 

agrarian responses to the literary and artistic disputes of her day appears in the literary 

images of her somewhat neglected work “The Cracked Looking-Glass” analyzed in the 

next chapter. 
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Notes 

1. Porter spoke these words in “My First Speech” from a lecture she gave to the “American 
Women’s Club” in Paris in 1934.  The complete sentence reads, “Artists create monsters and many 
different sorts of landscapes; and they are true, if the artists are great enough to show you what they have 
seen.”  See CE 433 and CE 439. 

2. From the introductory pronouncements, a section asserts laborers face “increasing 
disadjustment and instability” in the ever-changing job market because of rapid technological 
developments and then undergo pressures to become consumers who “want exactly whatever the applied 
sciences are able to furnish them” in a kind of “false economy of life.”  See xvii-xviii. 

The full statement expressing the Agrarian position on a proper context for industry follows:   
An agrarian society is hardly one that has no use at all for industries, for professional 
vocations, for scholars and artists, and for the life of cities.  Technically, perhaps, an 
agrarian society is one in which agriculture is the leading vocation, whether for wealth, 
for pleasure, or for prestige—a form of labor that is pursued with intelligence and leisure, 
and that becomes the model to which the other forms approach as well as they may.  But 
an agrarian regime will be secured readily enough where the superfluous industries are 
not allowed to rise up against it.  The theory of agrarianism is that the culture of the soil 
is the best and most sensitive of vocations, and that therefore it should have the economic 
preference and enlist the maximum number of workers.  See xviii-xix. 

3. See the caption and photograph of her house among the illustrations at Givner, Life 164-65.   

4. A few of the articles that identify Porter as a Southerner follow: John Blair. “South by 
Southwest: Texas and the Deep South in the Stories of Katherine Anne Porter.” Journal of the Southwest 
37.3 (1995): 495-502; Gary M. Ciuba. Desire, Violence, and Divinity in Modern Southern Fiction: 
Katherine Anne Porter, Flannery O'Connor, Cormac McCarthy, Walker Percy. Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State UP, 2007; and Elmo Howell. “Katherine Anne Porter as a Southern Writer.” South Carolina Review 
4.1 (1971): 5-15.  For a discussion of the connection of Southerners to their land, see Hoffman 9-10. 

5. Butler reports that modernist magazines in Europe rallied together their supporters in sponsored 
poetry readings and art shows.  Private clubs, too, became places for proclamations of new developments: 
“I believe that in all these groupings there was a primary tension in their confrontation with the city, 
between an introspective alienation and a celebration of sheer energy and collective diversity of life 
(ultimately, the contrast between The Wasteland  and Ulysses.” See EM 137. 

6. That the distribution of this work has been immense is supported by its publication information.  
Originally written in German and first published in 1918 and 1922, Atkinson’s translation of volume one 
underwent its thirty-third printing in June of 2000 and his translation of volume two faced its twenty second 
printing in October of 1996. A one-volume abridged version, prepared by Arthur Helps and copyrighted by 
Oxford University Press in 1991, was printed in the cities of Oxford, New York, Toronto, Delhi, Bombay, 
Calcutta, Madras, Karachi, Petaling Jaya, Singapore, Hong Kong, Tokyo, Nairobi, Dar es Salaam, Cape 
Town, Melbourne, Auckland, Berlin, and Ibadan. 

Atkinson’s translation of Spengler’s commentary on the peasant and town, under a cities and 
people section titled “The Soul of the City,” posits the following description of the rural dwellers in 
contrast to nomadic peoples or city residents: “He who digs and ploughs is seeking not to plunder, but to 
alter Nature.  To plant implies, not to take something, but to produce something. But with this, man himself 
becomes plant—namely, as peasant.  He roots in the earth that he tends, the soul of man discovers a soul in 
the countryside, and a new earthboundness of being, a new feeling, pronounces itself.  Hostile Nature 
becomes the friend; earth becomes Mother Earth. Between sowing and begetting, harvest and death, the 
child and the grain, a profound affinity is set up. .  . .  And as completed expression of this life-feeling, we 
find everywhere the symbolic shape of the farmhouse, which in the disposition of the rooms and in every 
line of external form tells us about the blood of its inhabitants.  The peasant’s dwelling is the great symbol 
of settledness.  It is itself plant, thrusts its roots deep into its ‘own’ soil.  It is property in the most sacred 
sense of the word. . . .  This is the condition precedent of every Culture, which itself in turn grows up out of 
a mother-landscape and renews and intensifies the intimacy of man and soil.  What his cottage is to the 
peasant, that the town is to the Culture-man. . . .  The town, too, is a plantlike being, as far removed as 
peasantry is from nomadism. . . .  Neither an art nor a religion can alter the site of its growth; only in the  
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Civilization with its giant cities do we come again to despise and disengage ourselves from these roots” (ii 
90).  These lines serve not only to demonstrate a tension between the rural and urban populations but also 
to indicate the common association of plant and soil imagery with people living in rural areas. 

7. A book review of Anita Brenner’s Idols Behind Altars occasioned Porter’s listing prominent 
figures from the Mexican art movement and her offering an explanation of the “renascence”: “The great 
renascence of Indian art was a movement of mestizos and foreigners who found in Mexico, simultaneously, 
a direction they could take toward extended boundaries.”  See Porter, This Strange 86.  See also CE 355-
56. 

8. For a few examples of the phrase “Southern Renaissance” to refer to writers from the South 
during the twentieth century, see the following: John Samuel Ezell. The Southern Literary Renaissance. 
New York: Macmillan, 1963; John Tyree Fain. “Segments of Southern Renaissance.” South Atlantic 
Bulletin, 36.3 (1971): 23-31; and Louise Blackwell. “Flannery O' Connor and the Southern Renaissance” 
Revista de Letras 17 (1975): 101-05. 

9. In a letter to Barbara Wescott from Paris, France, in 1935, Porter writes that “the Flemish show 
was the only attraction that drew me out.”  See L 134. 

10. The titles of the paintings by Bruegel in Porter’s collection of papers are The Battle of 
Carnival and Lent, The Beggars, Children’s Games, Flemish Proverbs, The Harvest, The Land of 
Cockaigne, The Massacre of the Innocents, The Peasant’s Dance, The Triumph of Death, and The Wedding 
Feast.  See KAPP. 

At the University of Maryland Libraries, the Katherine Anne Porter Library housing her book 
collection contains her copy of Pierre Bruegel l’ancien by Charles De Tolnay. A few of her other books 
containing copies of Bruegel’s paintings are The Last Flowering of the Middle Ages by Baron Joseph Van 
Der Elst, De Van Eyck a Bruegel : [exposition] Musée de l’Orangerie with an introduction by Paul Jamot, 
and The Art of the Renaissance in Northern Europe: Its Relation to the Contemporary Spiritual and 
Intellectual Movement by Benesch. 

11. For the exhibition From Van Eyck to Bruegel at the Metropolitan Museum of Art from 1998-
1999, Orenstein argues the religious and secular stories are secondary in Bruegel’s paintings: “The stories, 
however, merely accompany the views, serving as convenient pretexts for the magnificent mountainscapes 
that unfold behind them; the figures are tucked away into corners, almost as afterthoughts. Rarely had 
landscape been given such pride of place as subject matter.”  See 379. 

Robert Delevoy perceives a relationship that limits the range of humans: “Everywhere action is 
doomed to failure; and confronted by the inexorable logic of Nature, man learns the limitations of his lot on 
earth.”  See 39.  See Van de Elst 110. 

12. Another critic exploring Bruegel’s understanding of the relationship between people and the 
land is Harbison, who writes, “Bruegel’s horizons expanded literally and figuratively.” Harbison adds, “His 
painted world is rich in the rhythms of nature; even a single scene from the series such as the Return of the 
Herd suggests the passage of time and people’s response to it.”  See 141-42. 

Similarly, from Pieter Bruegel by Philippe and Françoise Roberts-Jones, a passage from a section 
titled “Man and Nature” reads, “Bruegel’s landscapes are always alive; people are always present. Such is 
the landscapes’ perfection that he could dispense with figures, yet, even were such a move imaginable, it 
would be mortal, and would make this wonderful world freeze.  In nature, but with nature, Bruegel has 
shaped the natural life of men.”  See 179. 

Only five of Bruegel’s paintings on the months of the year remain.  See Roberts-Jones 152. 

13. See “Thomas.” A Dictionary of First Names. Eds. Patrick Hanks and Flavia Hodges. Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 1990. 

14. Thompson “held his neck so strait he whole face stood level with his Adam’s apple” and he 
“roared until his Adam’s apple shuddered.”  See CS 222 and CS 231. 

15. See Clark, Introduction 7 and Amy Montague, “Short.” 
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16. For several of Alvarez’s references to “scenes” in Porters works, see 4, 32, 51, 278, 283, and 
284. 

17. For example, Harbison counts at least twenty-five scenes in Hans Memling’s Scenes from the 
Life of the Virgin and Christ “all set out in a panoramic landscape” (135).  Harbison asserts that this artist’s 
painting “draws inspiration from the fact that Passion plays were sometimes staged at different sites 
throughout a city” and the viewers were in the habit of going on a mental pilgrimage to the shrines marking 
major stages in the life of the Virgin and Christ: “Memling’s inventive bird’s–eye point of view allows the 
spectator to travel the imaginary pilgrim’s path simply by studying the carefully interrelated parcels of the 
natural and man-made worlds.”  See 134-35.   

18. Porter also kept numerous books with copies of Bruegel’s paintings and prints in them.  A few 
of the works include De Tornay’s Pierre Bruegel l’ancien, Jacque Dupont’s De Van Eyck a Bruegel , and 
Van der Elst’s The Flowering of the Middle Ages.  See Katherine Anne Porter’s book collection at the 
University of Maryland Libraries and KAPP. 

19. Stechow writes, “In a sense one could call these composite landscapes maps of what nature 
here or abroad, the world over, offers to the eyes of man, and this reminds one once more of Bruegel’s 
friendship with the great cartographer and geographer Abraham Ortelius.”  See 31. 

20. See “Arthur.” A Dictionary of First Names. Eds. Patrick Hanks and Flavia Hodges. Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 1990.  See “Herbert.” A Dictionary of First Names. Eds. Patrick Hanks and Flavia Hodges. 
Oxford: Oxford UP, 1990. 

21. Knackfuss writes, “This theme was very popular.  The beginnings of the so-called ‘Dance of 
Death’ representations can be traced back to the 14th century.  They were pictures which symbolized the 
nothingness of all earthly things by confronting the figures of the living with the figures of the dead—
which had once been the same as they and now possessed nothing more than the naked hideousness of 
corrupt or withered corpses.  In the 15th century the Dominicans, especially, were fond of having whole 
series of such couples painted on the walls in suitable places, in the portico of the church, in the cloister, or 
wherever else a number of people could see them; explanatory verses in popular language were written for 
them.  In the verses the dead spoke to the living; in the pictures they offered them their hands.  These were 
sermons in painting, which were to urge the spectator to ponder on his end and to point out the equality in 
death of all, by characterizing among the persons represented all ranks, ecclesiastical and civil, . . . .”  See 
90-92 and KAPP.   

22. See Nance 4 and Jan Pinkerton 512. 

23. See Timmermans 155; Timmermans 239; and Timmermans 245-47. 

24. See CS 268, CS 258, CS 84, and CS 89.  In addition, Granny’s husband John died when he was 
young and left her with children and a farm to manage.  See CS 83. 

25. See Lodwick Hartley, “Dark Voyagers” 94; James Johnson 94; and Nance 245. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The “artist is present in all he creates”:  
Rosaleen and Folk Carnival in “The Cracked Looking-Glass”1 

 
 

When in “The Cracked Looking-Glass” she steps up to her kitchen window, 

Rosaleen faces a mirror with a “ripple in the glass and a crack across the middle.”  The 

mirror captures her occasional self-examination and unfolding events in the life of 

Rosaleen, an Irish immigrant and former servant living on a farm (CS 109).  Illustrating 

Rosaleen’s frustration over dead-end experiences in the United States, the story of her 

journey to the city intersects with Joyce’s Dubliners, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 

Man, and Ulysses and presents an agrarian challenge to his urban-centered approach to 

art and writing.  A common device in paintings during the Modernist Period in the first 

part of the twentieth century, the cracked mirror signals Porter’s engagement with artistic 

issues.  “The Cracked Looking-Glass” provides a criticism of Joyce’s theory on the role 

of sin in the process of artistic development and a censure of the careless insertion of 

fantastic elements into a work of fiction.  The character Rosaleen also enters into a 

Baktinian polemical discourse with Joyce’s character Stephen Dedalus over the concept 

of the complete independence of an author.  Functioning iconographically, the figure 

Rosaleen in “The Cracked Looking-Glass” operates together with the mirror, the mask, 

and folk carnival humor to examine the stripping away of illusions that leads to the 

maturation of writers who consider themselves artists.  
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The Cracked Looking-Glass” 
 

Published in 1932, “The Cracked Looking-Glass” receives its title from a phrase 

in the first chapter of Ulysses.2  As the character Stephen Dedalus states, “It is a symbol 

of Irish art.  The cracked lookingglass of a servant” (6).  Stuart Gilbert and Thornton 

further identify the phrase as an allusion to a passage from “The Decay of Lying” by 

Oscar Wilde (Gilbert 101; Thornton, Allusions 14).  Porter’s admiration of Joyce’s 

literary structure echoes Eliot in “Ulysses, Order, and Myth,” an essay containing Eliot’s 

praise of Joyce’s innovative contributions.3  One of her copies of the first volume of 

Letters of James Joyce includes almost fifty pages marked with her annotations (KAPP), 

an example of the close scrutiny Porter devotes to Joyce’s work.  Marjorie Ryan has 

identified similarities such as characterization and point of view in the stories of Joyce 

and Porter (466; 468), but no one has noted how “The Cracked Looking-Glass” criticizes 

Joyce’s urban-based artistic vision through the figure Rosaleen and then alludes to 

elements from his stories to advance her own perspective on the obstacles facing a writer 

who aims to be an artist.  

Although she claims that she never had an actual conversation with him, Porter 

kept a kind of private running argument with Joyce who simultaneously sparked her 

admiration for his “genius” and her irritation for what she considered his flippant way of 

handling material.4  She joins Eliot in quibbling with Joyce while at the same time 

extolling him.5  From Porter’s point of view, the writings of Joyce contain a flaw.  She 

asserts he offers “very limited perceptions of human nature” and demonstrates a “dryness 

of heart.”  With Joyce, nevertheless, she finds “more than anybody, he gave fresh breath 

and meaning to the language” and fostered “a “new heart, new courage, new hope to all 
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serious writers who came after him” (CE 299).  In her marginalia to Joyce’s letters, 

Porter inserts “All sorts of lies about everything was his habit!” in response to his 

comment that he places “all sorts of lies in the mouth of that sailorman in Eumeus [stet] 

which will make you laugh” (Letters 160; KAPP).6  She seesaws back with praise.  One 

of Porter’s 1941 letters to her then-husband Albert Erskine, states that Dubliners “was a 

revelation to me of what short stories might be (L 187), and addressing faculty and 

students at the University of Wichita in 1961, Porter contends “Joyce was one of my 

important experiences” (C 62).7  As her writings, speeches, and interviews attest, Porter 

was drawn to Joyce and his fictional innovations.   

The structural devices in “The Cracked Looking-Glass” present an agrarian 

defense against Joyce’s urban approach to literature.  The grounds for a comparison 

appear in the resemblance of Porter’s protagonist to the words of emerging writer 

Stephen who refers to “the symbol of Irish art” as “The cracked lookingglass of a 

servant” (Joyce, Ulysses 6).  Critics have noted some connections between Ulysses and 

Porter’s short story.8  Among the similar literary images, Rosaleen works as a servant 

when she was “chambermaid in a rich woman’s house,” milks cows like Joyce’s peasant 

woman, and makes visits to her kitchen’s cracked mirror.9  Both Rosaleen and Stephen 

share an Irish heritage, both live part of their lives outside their native country, and both 

provide a means for their authors to explore the life of a writer as an artist.  The contrast 

between Porter’s rural setting with her variation of folk carnival patterns and Joyce’s 

urban setting with his variation of structure places Porter in a literary debate with Joyce 

over the role of the writer as artist.  Daniel Schwarz notes Joyce’s interest in “the 

twentieth century urban world,” and writes that by naming his novel Ulysses, “Joyce is 
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consciously substituting what he regarded as the more civilized European tradition for the 

emphasis of William Butler Yeats and the Celtic Renaissance on the folk legends and the 

myths of the Irish gods” (15-16).  Joyce, nevertheless, maintains a connection to Irish 

culture by writing about Irish life.  In his analysis of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 

Man, Brandon Kershner explains Joyce considers “his work akin to the illuminations of 

the medieval Irish Book of Kells,” a work with a “complex, densely patterned, 

labyrinthine” pattern (Kershner, “Cultural” 225).  If Joyce’s works are like a Book of 

Kells, then Porter’s structure is like a Book of Hours painting or Northern European late-

medieval painting with its series of allusive, story-rich scenes arranged against a 

background landscape.   

 
Rosaleen Functioning Iconographically 

Living in rural Connecticut, the “peasant” Rosaleen in “The Cracked Looking-

Glass” is another character that reveals how Porter’s figures function iconographically.  

Like an iconographic figure in artwork, a few motifs or characteristics identify the figure 

Rosaleen and cultural narratives accompany her name.  In Porter’s story, Rosaleen’s 

identifying motifs are her name, her residence on a farm, and her origins in Sligo County, 

a place associated with Yeats who was a leading figure in the Irish Literary Revival at the 

start of the twentieth century.10  A figure also connected to Joyce, Rosaleen has a history 

of representing Ireland and she traces back in part to the early seventeenth century poem 

“Róisín Dubh.”  The poem became identified as both a love song and a political song 

after originating in the camps of Irish Chieftain Red Hugh O’Donnell, who battled 

against the English in Ireland’s Nine Years War from 1594 to 1603.11  The song “Dark 
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Rosaleen,” after being translated from the Gaelic “Róisín Dubh” in 1846 by James 

Clarence Mangan, developed into a kind of twentieth-century Irish nationalist anthem.12   

Proof of Joyce’s familiarity with Rosaleen and Mangan’s translation of the poem 

“Dark Rosaleen” is Joyce’s reference to the work during a 1902 lecture extolling the 

strength of Mangan’s literary style (Critical 76).  Joyce originally disapproved of the 

abrogation of Mangan’s works and Mangan as a figure for the Irish nationalist cause 

because the emphasis on patriotism shifted the focus from the literary qualities of 

Mangan’s works.13  Eventually, however, Joyce uses Mangan’s image and “exploits the 

prescribed typologies” identifying Mangan as the national poet (Bulson 436).  Harry 

Stone concludes that besides naming the protagonist’s friend “Mangan” in the short story 

“Araby,” Joyce alludes to Mangan’s sister as “Dark Rosaleen,” a “poetic name for 

Ireland” and “an embodiment of the artist’s, especially the Irish artist’s, relationship to 

his beloved” (379).  Furthermore, he finds the influence of the poem “Dark Rosaleen” in 

Joyce’s works A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Ulysses, and Fínnegans Wake,  

(383-85).  In a complex amalgam, the revered female figure “calls up associations of 

religious worship and spiritual adoration” as when a boy kneels in front of “a softly lit 

statue of the Virgin Mary” and a contrasting “seductive girl, even a harlot, calling and 

waiting at her half-opened door” (Stone 387).  

As a name, Rosaleen carries strong positive and negative emotional connotations.  

Lauding Mangan’s “Dark Rosaleen” in 1904, Nevinson claims, “We have passed into a 

world of nobler vision, where we behold Ireland incarnate again under the symbol of the 

Black Little Rose—the Roisin Dubh” and Ireland “traditionally personified in Irish 

literature as a beautiful girl who is worshipped with mystical fervor.”14  The idealization 
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of women peasant figures such as Rosaleen, however, became a source of conflict not 

only in Joyce’s characters experiencing epiphany and disillusionment but also for 

“[l]ower-middle-class and middle-class Catholics in Dublin” who recalled poverty-

stricken humiliations on the farms of Ireland as anything but idyllic.15  Late twentieth-

century writers identify the “romantic myth of the peasant” as unrealistic, conflicting, 

fabricated, and manipulated by earlier artists and politicians, often with differing 

ideological positions.16  Contentious as the name is, Porter nevertheless chooses the name 

Rosaleen for one of her figures.  Although differences exist, Porter’s understanding of 

figure intersects with Joyce’s use of “figura” in the way both contain a historical 

dimension referring to a particular time and a cultural dimension denoting a particular 

group of people.17  

Given that the phrase “Róisín Dubh” can be translated as “The Little Dark Rose” 

(Piarais and Pearse 364-65), the name Rosaleen lends itself to an iconographic 

interpretation with roots in ancient and late medieval Christianity.  The image of the rose 

among all flowers is the one that most signifies the Virgin Mary in Catholic prayers and 

artwork iconography.18  Connected as it is to Mary, the name Rosaleen hearkens back to 

the Christian New Testament’s story of Mary in the life of Jesus Christ and the Christian 

Old Testament’s story of Eve in the Book of Genesis.  Among Catholics, Mary is a 

prototypical mother figure, known as the Mother of Jesus, the Mother of God, the 

spiritual mother to all humans, and the New Eve.  The Catechism of the Catholic Church 

notes that in the Gospels Mary is called “‘the mother of Jesus’” and presents the 

reasoning that “the One whom she conceived as man by the Holy Spirit, who truly 

became her Son, according to the flesh, was none other than the Father’s eternal son, the 



 

174 
 

second person of the Holy Trinity”; consequently, “the Church confesses that Mary is 

truly ‘Mother of God’” (Section 495).  From Section 501, the catechism claims, Mary’s 

“spiritual motherhood extends to all men whom indeed he came to save.”  The portion of 

Genesis called the Protoevangelium also becomes an announcement of both the “’New 

Adam’” and “Mary, the mother of Christ, the ‘new Eve’” (Sections 410-11).  Evidence of 

Porter’s exposure to Mary as an iconographic figure appears in the copies of artwork in 

her possession including The Census in Bethlehem (fig. 56), Adoration of the Magi (fig. 

57), and Flight into Egypt (fig. 58).  As Porter’s seminal mother figure, Mary prefigures 

future images of women from particular cultures.   

Rosaleen exhibits the historical, significant, and dramatic traits of typology.  

Illustrating the historical aspects of types, Rosaleen connects at least two characters or 

events “in such a way that the first signifies not only itself but also the second, while the 

second involves or fulfills the first” in “two poles” that “are separated in time” (Auebach 

73).  Prefigured by the literary roles of Eve and Mary, Rosaleen as a type carries strong 

literary connotations from multiple eras: the origins of the Hebrew culture in the Book of 

Genesis, Ancient Christian culture during the writing of the New Testament, Medieval 

Period artwork and the Books of Hours, Mangum’s nineteenth-century translations of 

Gaelic poetry, and Joyce’s twentieth-century fiction.  Furthermore, Rosaleen is the wife 

of Dennis, whose name means a devotee of the Greek god Dionysos, the “god of wine 

and poetic inspiration.”19  Besides its historical connection to past narratives, Porter’s 

figure Rosaleen as a prototype Irish woman inherently anticipates future stories.  By 

alluding to a series of images with strong literary and artistic connotations, Porter sets up 
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the figure of Rosaleen to make a commentary on literary and artistic issues prevalent 

during the Modernist Period. 

The figure Rosaleen demonstrates significant aspects by operating in a series of 

gesture-rich scenes across time.  Her significant gestures include standing outside a train 

station with a bag which underscores her role as a traveling pilgrim and crying on a bench 

in a town square to highlight her unhappiness in the city (CS 125-26).  The related 

dramatic component is Rosaleen’s participation in narrative action whereby she is the 

main character in a story about a series of disappointments in her endeavors as her 

husband grows older.  Functioning as an iconographic figure, Rosaleen contains 

historical and dramatic dimensions. She does not operate like a figure in a cubist painting 

understood as a photographic snapshot, emphasizing only a fleeting moment.  Porter’s 

iconographic use of figures, embedded in stories in multiple eras, combats a cubist 

understanding of time as “‘instantaneous,’” a view which Calvo Serraller asserts in the 

Modernist Period had “given rise to nihilism and the reign of the relative” (4-5).  

Considering the historical and significant manner that Rosaleen’s story refers to the 

destiny of the Irish and the artist, “The Cracked Looking-Glass” is not only a short story 

of the disappointments of Irish immigrants struggling to find their way in the United 

States but also a narrative of struggling artists who across time have contributed to their 

particular cultures.  

Porter forges an agrarian-influenced challenge to Joyce through the iconographic 

use of folk figure Rosaleen.  As defined in the first chapter, this study refers to folk as a 

people with a common link, especially people connected by common sustained customs 

and a place where their ancestors have lived.  The Judeo-Christian and ancient Greek 
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origins of Stephen Dedalus’s name associate Stephen with the roots of a broader 

European culture in contrast with Rosaleen’s connection to the more specific Irish 

Revival promoting Irish folk culture.  The name “Rosaleen” deliberately embraces the 

Irish folk element that Joyce finds compromised by British influences and characterized 

by “an uncritical return to cultural roots” (Riquelme 107).  Rosaleen’s cow milking 

alludes to Stephen’s jealousy over the attention a milk woman gives to the English-

influenced Buck Mulligan rather than himself, whom “she slights” (Joyce, Ulysses 12).20  

Flaunting Rosaleen’s rural roots, Porter makes her protagonist a milk woman with 

redeeming qualities like courage and generosity.  Porter seems to suggest that artists such 

as Stephen cannot mock a people’s folk art as the “cracked lookingglass of a servant” and 

expect at the same time to be embraced by those people.  Presenting Rosaleen as an artist 

figure also challenges writers who marginalize the particular, agrarian roots of their own 

cultures.   

In setting forth the traits of this folk figure, Porter takes care to distance Rosaleen 

from nationalist causes.  Porter’s unlikeable character Hugh Sullivan bears traits 

associated with politics, Yeats, and Joyce.  Sullivan carries a “crafty look” –resembling 

Stephen’s self-acclaimed “cunning.21  Having first claimed he was from County Sligo 

associated with Yeats and the Irish literary revival, Sullivan later admits he really had 

lived in Dublin and County Cork in Ireland which ties him to politics (CS 129).  

Recorded in Irish history near the start of the twentieth century, the Sullivan brothers, 

County Cork, and Dublin held ties to the Fenians and the Irish nationalism of the Sinn 

Féin Party.22  From “The Cracked Looking-Glass,” Rosaleen’s castigation of Sullivan 

reveals Porter’s distaste for the combination of politics and literature.  After finding 
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young and hungry Sullivan in Boston and inviting him to live at the farm with her and her 

husband “like one of the family in peace and comfort,” Rosaleen hears Sullivan decline 

because he “was caught at it once in Dublin” with “a fine woman like yourself” with “her 

husband peeking through a crack in the wall” (CS 128).  Rosaleen reacts to his 

suggestions by calling him a “little whelp,” yelling “I might you’re know from Dublin!” 

and telling him he “doesn’t know the ways of decent people, and now be off” (CS 128).  

Through Rosaleen’s strong reaction to Sullivan’s sexual insinuations, Porter takes a 

swipe at what she labels Joyce’s “dull” crudity found in his frequent use of scatological 

language and sexual images.23  More important, the character Sullivan becomes a means 

for Porter to oppose artists who ostensibly write about regional culture but use their art to 

support strong political or nationalist aims.  Porter herself became irrevocably 

disenchanted with mixing politics and literature following her experiences with the 

Mexican art movement during the Mexican Revolution.   

One of Porter’s most direct agrarian responses appears in the contrast between the 

delightful attitude toward the city in some of Joyce’s fiction and the obvious distaste for 

the city experienced by Rosaleen.  Joyce’s stance toward the city in Ulysses is “a 

celebration of the sheer energy and collective diversity of life”: 

It sees the city as the site of a new kind of sensibility, which can only 
express itself through disjunction and juxtaposition.  This meant that, in 
the turn to Modernism, and the self-reflexive, stylized representation of 
experience . . . an interest in the city demanded a repudiation of the 
Naturalistic dominance and explanation of an earlier generation, in favor 
of subjectivist techniques of intuition and free association.  (EM 137) 
 

In “The Cracked Looking-Glass,” the city is not Rosaleen’s home of “peace and comfort” 

(CS 128).  Besides her disparaging remarks about Dublin, Rosaleen finds that in New 

York “the street was cold and dark and ugly, with the slush and the roar and the millions 
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of people all going somewhere in a great rush, but not one face she knew” (CS 124).  

Boston is a “dreary ugly place” where the “cab drivers were yelling in her face.”  The 

place she finds to sit is “a small dingy square with iron benches and some naked trees in 

it” (CS 125).  Admittedly, some positive benefits result from Rosaleen’s painful visit to 

the city.  The difficult encounters force Rosaleen to face some of her delusions and 

increase her maturity both as a person and as an artist figure.  Among the attitudes toward 

the city prevalent during the Modernist Period, however, Porter’s tone matches the 

cacophonous perspective in Eliot’s The Wasteland rather than the exuberant urban 

viewpoint in Joyce’s Ulysses.  In a movement that indicates her disappointment with her 

visit to the city, Rosaleen gratefully returns home to the farm by the end of the story.24  

 
Folk Carnival Humor in “The Cracked Looking-Glass” 

The kinds of images present in “the Cracked Looking-Glass” further underscore 

the prevalence of the folk carnival devices in Porter’s body of fiction.  As in the previous 

chapters, an analysis of this story’s devices fall under Bakhtin’s categories of 

marketplace, banquet, crowning and uncrowning, grotesque body, and mask.  For “The 

Cracked Looking-Glass,” a significant part of folk carnival conventions fall under the 

marketplace category with its loud talk and kitchen foods.  A protagonist “full of talk” 

(CS 103), Rosaleen is “telling a tall tale” to a salesman “who is a loud and ready gabbler” 

and whom Rosaleen claims “wanted a story so I gave him a good one” (CS 104-05).  

Rosaleen’s kitchen is a kind of marketplace where she buys a pipe for her aging husband 

on their wedding anniversary and “a patent cooking pot that cooked vegetables perfectly” 

(CS 113; 117).  The exchange between her and the salesman echoes the loud marketplace 

cries of street vendors signaling “a banquet for all the people, ‘for all the world’” (R 185).  
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One of Rosaleen’s neighbors even complains about the festive gaiety at the house: “‘A 

pretty specimen you are, Missis O’Toole, with your old husband and the young boys in 

your house and the traveling salesmen and the drunkards lolling on you doorstep all 

hours’” (CS 131).  From the perspective of “the Rabelaisian system of images,” Porter’s 

use of the kitchen where Rosaleen “put a ham on to bake and set bread” and the hearth 

where Dennis sits “at his easy chair with the pillow freshly plumped” down “by the 

stove” evokes the “cosmic meaning of the kitchen and hearth” (CS 121; 105; 134; 121; R 

184).  Therefore, besides being a story that refers to a particular Irish immigrant, “The 

Cracked Looking-Glass” through its kitchen and hearth images points to characters and 

events that have universal applications.   

Demonstrating a standard marketplace convention, Rosaleen and Dennis 

simultaneously insult and complement one another.  At one moment, Rosaleen has no 

“kind word in her mouth” for Dennis, but a little while later she refers to him saying 

“how happy we were that wedding day” and reflects on how “lucky” she was to have 

married “such a good man” (CS 113).  Her shifting attitude of “[p]raise and abuse are, so 

to speak, the two sides of the same coin” (R 165).  Rosaleen’s praise that becomes 

cursing and then just as easily praise again indicates in folk carnival manner “the 

conception of the world as eternally unfinished: a world dying and being born at the same 

time” (R 165-66).  Dennis, too, on the one hand complains to himself “that it was nothing 

for her to shout suddenly” and protests Rosaleen is “always making a thing more than it 

is,” but on the other hand he “[knows] he could have never done better” than to have 

married her (CS 103; 105; 107).  The folk carnival device found in Rosaleen’s and 

Dennis’s shifting language “seeks to grasp the very moment of change, the transfer from  
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Fig. 56.  Pieter Bruegel. The Census in Bethlehem. Musées royaux des beaux-arts de Belgique, Belgium. 
ARTstor Slide Gallery.  
 

 

Fig. 57.  Adoration of the Magi. Trés Riches 
Heures de Duc de Berry. 1411-16. Book of Hours. 
Musée Condé, Paris. ARTstor Slide Gallery.   

 

Fig. 58.  Flight into Egypt. Trés Riches Heures de 
Duc de Berry. 1411-16. Book of Hours. Musée 
Condé, Paris. ARTstor Slide Gallery.  
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the old to the new, from death to life” (R 165-66).  The combination of praise and abuse 

is customary in what Bakhtin calls “the language of the marketplace” and apropos for 

Rosaleen and Dennis who are undergoing change as a pair.  As Dennis becomes older 

and feebler, the much younger Rosaleen is coming into her own maturity and full 

identity.  As an artist figure, Rosaleen points to the process of gaining insight as a rural-

oriented artist in front of a cracked looking-glass, or as a person reflecting upon the past 

and recognizing self-deception and folly in her life as an artist. 

Eating and drinking, Rosaleen and Dennis participate in a kind of folk carnival 

banquet during a “feast” day celebration.  Bakhtin asserts that the folk carnival culture 

breaks out most especially on feast days coupled with a large quantity of food (R 154; 

279).  The banquet occasions mentioned in the story include the special days of “All-

Saints,” “Christmas,” a wedding day, and a birthday (CS 109-110; 119).  Rosaleen 

announces an anniversary banquet: “Now, Dennis, today’s a big day, and we’re having a 

feast for it” (CS 109).  Using Bakhtin’s terms, the anniversary dinner of Dennis and 

Rosaleen “celebrates a victory” over their struggles in the world through a “triumphal 

banquet” that conveys universal meaning.  The very act of eating assumes that the food—

a product of the world—is killed, or in other words defeated.  With the gusto of a 

wedding celebration, “they ate nearly all the goose which fairly melted on the tongue, and 

finished with wedges of cake and floods of tea” (CS 110).  Through their eating, “the 

victorious body receives the defeated world and is renewed” (R 283).  

The banquet triumphing over obstacles presents expectations of change for 

Rosaleen and examples of hopefulness in Porter’s story.  Conveying abundance and 

gaiety through food, Rosaleen prepares a cake with candles and “home-made cherry 
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brandy,” which as a kind of wine refers to a truth that is frankly and merrily spoken (R 

171).  When in folk carnival’s gargantuan style Rosaleen appears large with her “big 

arms and strong big teeth” (CS 110), she becomes a “procreative force” and exudes a 

“positive hyperbolism” having conquered through her banquet gluttony the material 

world (R 294; 278).  As Bakhtin comments on variations of the banquet, “This does not 

represent nihilism nor the primitive enjoyment of debasing the higher level.  We will not 

understand the spirit of grotesque feasting if we do not take into account the deeply 

positive element, the victorious triumph inherent in every banquet image of folklore 

origin” (R 296).  The banquet devices indicate Rosaleen the artist figure overindulges, but 

she also experiences a kind of conquest and regeneration.  

Besides the marketplace and banquet devices, a third set of folk carnival 

conventions prevalent in “The Cracked Looking-Glass” centers around the king-queen 

figures.  The beatings, pounding drums, pulsating music, and mocking laughter frequent 

in the story are common to crowning and uncrowning activities.  Rosaleen’s dream of her 

dying great-grandfather crying out “I’ve a good mind to thrash ye within an inch of your 

life” carries the language of ritualistic beatings.  Mocking laughter arises when she and 

her sister laugh to keep each other awake during their turn watching at his deathbed (CS 

112).  The pounding sounds of hooves and a beating occur in Rosaleen’s memory that her 

father “had been knocked down, by a runaway horse, when the drink was in him” (CS 

114).  The thrashing language points not to personal attacks but instead to change and the 

end of each ancestor’s reign as a king figure (R 197).  Dennis, who is thirty years his 

wife’s senior and “getting old” (CS 106-08), remembers his peak years as a king figure, 

an image suggesting “the highest degree of happiness” (R 197).  He had been the head 
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waiter with “white gloves” at a New York hotel “managing the waiters on the one hand 

and the customers on the other” (CS 106-08).  By the time the story begins, however, he 

is sleeping much of the time, his teeth do not seem to fit, “and his feet and hands seemed 

tied on him with strings” like a marionette or a clown (CS 106).  Following Bakhtin’s 

categories, Dennis “was first disguised as a king, but once his reign has come to an end 

his costume was changed, ‘travestied,’ to turn him once more into a clown” (R 197).  

Soon his life will end, but Rosaleen is trying to keep him alive as long as possible 

through her care and regenerating banquet food.  

Rosaleen is the reigning queen figure of the story.  With clown and crowning 

conventions apparent, she rises to the throne ephemerally for a “day.”  During her youth, 

her red “rosy” color signifies she is a clown marked to be queen (R 81; 196).  Dennis 

mentally praises her as “a great tall rosy girl, a prize dancer” who “led him a dance then 

for two years before she would have him” (CS. 106).  She is figuratively “elected by all 

the people” (R 197), having been a “triumph in Ireland” and having the boys “fairly 

fighting over her” in New York City (CS 106).  Wearing the royal color purple in her 

“purple gingham,” she presents youth to Dennis in a way that “was clearer in his mind 

than his own” (CS 106).  Within the folk carnival pattern, Irish immigrant Rosaleen—a 

figure of youthfulness and therefore part of “all that is new or renews, all that is about to 

draw near”—is a “positive element” communicating “the people’s hopes of a happier 

future” in terms of “general material affluence, equality, and freedom” (R 81).  In part, 

Rosaleen’s carnival elements allude to the optimistic expectations of immigrants in new 

lands. 
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An uncrowning of queen Rosaleen unfolds with the approach of the married 

couple’s twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.  Unsettled by a sharpened awareness of her 

husband’s old age, Rosaleen expresses increasing distress after a series of 

disappointments, including her failure to find her sister in the city and her conflicts with 

the neighbors.  Mockers are on hand.  One neighbor, a “haggard, long-toothed woman in 

the gray dress,” gives Rosaleen a tongue lashing, insulting language that “reveals the 

other, true face of the abused” (R 197).  Guy Richards routinely drives by the couple’s 

home in a drunken state “singing in a voice like a power of scrap-iron falling,” crying out 

“Hey, Rosie.”  He and his drinking “cronies” are “shouting at all hours” and carousing 

“round the country like the devils from hell” (CS 116).  Reminding Rosaleen of her 

vulnerability, Guy is “a great offense to Rosaleen” (CS 115).  His “abuse and thrashing 

are equivalent to a change of costume, a metamorphosis” being thrust upon her (R 197).   

In this instance, the uncrowning is leading to Rosaleen’s renewal as an artist 

figure.  Her flaws and the need for change are obvious.  Besides “always telling a tall 

tale” and talking too much, she expresses proud notions about her past beauty, the 

importance of her dreams, and the attentions of men (CS 115; 111).  Dennis tells himself, 

“‘It’s just a born liar she is’” (CS 122).  With her anger “like a drum beating time” and a 

“thumping heart” (CS 132), Rosaleen faces her imminent “death” as a beaten clown, folk 

humor’s “’gay monster,’” when she races to the mirror to see “her face there, leaping into 

shapes fit to scare you” (R 197; CS 133).  As a convention of death, the abuse leads to 

renewal.  Just as in folk carnival, Rosaleen experiences a “sudden return to life” and pops 

up “like a clown who has received a beating” (R 197).  Becoming a little wiser, she is 

gradually recognizing she had been falsely idealizing her life when it has been 
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characterized by a series of frustrations (CS 134). Yet as an artist figure, Rosaleen is 

primed for success: she is ready to question her reliance upon dreams and to face her 

illusions (CS 133-34). 

The workings of the folk carnival pattern also reveal the merging of death and the 

presence of Guy in the future of artist figure Rosaleen.  When she hears the “rattle and 

clatter of a buggy coming down the road” and stopping at the gate like Emily Dickinson’s 

gentleman caller, Rosaleen senses she will soon be “courting death” with the carriage 

driver Guy (Dickinson 81; CS 134).25  The image suggests that Irish immigrant Rosaleen 

will not only face the death of her husband but also experience a kind of dying to more 

illusions through a future encounter with American king figure Guy “singing in a voice 

like a power of scrap-iron, drunk as a lord before breakfast” (CS 116).  Copious drinking 

in the festive pattern does not refer to “nihilism” but instead indicates the “power of food 

and drink to liberate speech” by “lending it a fearless and free tone” (R 296).  In the 

scheme of Rabelais, the drinking at the “triumphal banquet” releases a “free and frank 

truth. . . . a truth inwardly free, gay, and materialistic” (R 283; 285).  Rosaleen the artist 

figure could face a raucous encounter with “truth” tempered with kindness, as hinted by 

the statement that when Guy’s “mother lived he had never done a thing to hurt her 

feelings” (CS 117).  An avowed reader of Augustine and Rabelais (CE 94), Porter 

portrays death as a vehicle that strips delusions and opens the way to truth on the artist’s 

pilgrim path. 

The grotesque body, in a fourth set of conventions, appears primarily in 

Rosaleen’s open, eating mouth and in her salty tears.  When she “ate ice cream with 

strawberry preserves” and “cried” during a movie about a “king in disguise . . . who 
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married a poor country girl” (CS 124), Rosaleen’s open mouth acts as “the open gate 

leading downward into the bodily underworld” (R 325).  Folk carnival’s references to 

bodily “eliminations” in general point to a body that is undergoing change through a 

process of birth, disease, or dying.  The story’s references to Rosaleen’s crying and salty 

tears are frequent.  Salt causes thirst, opens the mouth, and results in an opening between 

the body and the world (R 309; 326).  She “shed tears again” when she realizes a dream 

led her “a long way for nothing” (CS 126), and on her way home she “wept long and 

bitterly for the loss of Kevin,” a young farmhand who had treated her kindly (CS 129).  

The salt water in sweat or tears also alludes to the salty sea and points to the “cosmic 

terror” she experiences over “that which is materially huge and cannot be overcome by 

force” (R 334-35).  Rosaleen’s fruitless journey to Boston highlights her isolation and 

presents a portrayal of her life so disappointing that she cannot bear to admit the details 

of her journey to her husband (CS 129).  According to the folk carnival, however, 

Rosaleen’s “cosmic terror” will be “conquered by laughter” and “degraded, humanized, 

and transformed” (R 336). 

Dennis’s grotesque, aging body is accessible to the outside world through its 

openings, especially around his face.  He breaks into a “yawn,” he is “hot around the 

ears” when he is “listening,” and he “swallowed his drink” (CS 116; 118; 121).  Old, 

“rheumy and grunty,” Dennis’s body with its “face sunken to a handful of wrinkles” is a 

dying body (CS 119; 121).  His orifices are a “point of transition” where in folk carnival 

he gives birth to the “newly conceived body” of Rosaleen.  Not only does the body act as 

a kind of microcosm of the world, in folk carnival a grotesque body “ignores the 

impenetrable surface that closes and limits the body as a separate and completed 
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phenomenon” from the earth and from the other part of the “double body,” that it is the 

process becoming something new (R 318).  Earth- and archeological-influenced images 

heighten the movement of Dennis’s dying body toward the underground when his “head 

fell back like a bag of sand” and he says “some day I’ll be in my tomb” (CS 113).  

Bakhtin asserts that interpretations of grotesque images frequently have been 

“radically incorrect” by focusing on the distorted bodies “merely as a negation” or as 

“pursuing narrowly satirical aims” rather than recognizing transformation or a source of 

superabundance in the “exaggeration, hyperbole,” and “excessiveness” (R 303-04).  

Porter, as an appreciative reader of Rabelais, collector of folk art, and student of the 

Renaissance Period, understands the abundance of the grotesque and the manner that the 

grotesque contains a universal “affirmation of that which is born anew” (R 307).  

Regardless of the multiple disappointing situations in the story, Rosaleen’s dual-bodied, 

man-woman, young-old folk carnival images present the two sides of becoming by 

pointing to something dying and something being born (R 286).  The dance-of-death 

pairing of skeletal Dennis and youthful Rosaleen further supports this positive element.  

By contemplating her husband’s approaching death and her own vanity, Rosaleen loosens 

her grip on crippling illusions and gains maturity as an artist figure.  Although some of 

Porter’s grotesque images initially may evoke a repugnant emotional response, it is 

important to objectively recognize the positive and all-embracive functioning of the life-

death-rebirth cycle in carnivalesque patterns.  

As the fifth folk carnival convention, the mask takes the shape of clown faces and 

grotesque monsters.  It is integral to Rosaleen’s crowning and uncrowning.  When she 

prepares to visit her sister, Rosaleen sits “putting cold cream on her face” like a clown’s 



 

188 
 

face mask.  Rosaleen’s mask-like visage signals change, for the mask “is related to 

transition, metamorphoses, the violation of natural boundaries, to mockery and familiar 

nicknames” (R 40).  Before she walks out the door, she takes a look in the cracked mirror, 

and like a clown “there she was with her hat and a rag of a coat, a streak of pink powder 

on her chin, pulling on her tan gloves.”  She resolves to “‘bring back a looking-glass that 

won’t make my face look like a monster’s” (CS 122).  Later, the red cheeks of the clown 

appear in the visage of Rosaleen whose “blood boiled up in her face” as she spoke to the 

brash Hugh Sullivan (CS 128).  A neighbor chastises her for her “loud-colored dresses” 

and her “dyed hair” (CS 131).  The monster and clown masks highlight both Rosaleen’s 

fear in the midst of change and a merry debasing of her illusions.  By the end of the story, 

Rosaleen has developed a more accurate assessment of her own situation and she has 

become better equipped for the trials of her daily life as well as her role as an artist. 

 
Porter, Wilde, and Joyce 

Having extended her understanding of the mask through her exposure to Mexican 

artists and Modernist Period artists discussed in Chapter One and Chapter Two, Porter 

also alludes to versions of the mask in Wilde and Joyce.  Porter’s references to these 

writers accentuate her exploration of the development of an artist and her engagement 

with artistic issues prevalent among writers and painters during the Modernist Period.  

Her allusions and participation in these debates are examples of what Bakhtin calls a 

“double focus” or “double-voiced discourse” that presents on one level Rosaleen’s literal 

story and “simultaneously at a second context of discourse, a second speech act by 

another addressor” (“Discourse” 176; 191).  For some painters of the early twentieth 

century, the mask draws attention to the painter rather than the subject and upholds the 
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choice of artists to alter portraits to suit their own sense of integrity rather than to flatter 

patrons.  Sometimes dressing in a clown suit himself, Wilde supports the use of masks to 

portray various roles. 26  Wilde’s ability to explore a variety of perspectives and revel in 

seeming inconsistencies appears in the range of positions he supports in his essays.  For 

example, he extols fanciful imagination in “The Decay of Lying” and champions realistic 

details in “The Truth of Masks: A Note on Illusion”.27  Porter generally uses masks to 

present characters undergoing transformations.  Rosaleen places mask-like “cold cream 

on her face” and “pink powder on her chin” in the hours before her trip to the cities of 

New York and Boston, where harsh experiences force her to shed her crippling illusions 

and cause her to change her perspective (CS 122). 

Some of Porter’s masks appear as distorted, grotesque faces which allow for a 

juxtaposition of the monsters brought up in the writings of Porter and the monster 

mentioned by Joyce.  Porter refers to “monsters” in her nonfiction and fiction alike (CE 

439; CS 133; CS 280).  Before heading out of her house, Rosaleen “took a last glimpse at 

herself in the mirror” determining “to bring back a looking-glass that won’t make my 

face look like a monster’s” (CS 122).  Besides the story’s surface metaphorical meaning 

as a distorted face, the monster within the folk carnival pattern indicates Rosaleen will 

face a thrashing as an old king figure in need of rejuvenation just as she leaves for the 

city.  In a Bakhtinian double focus, which in Porter’s case is often a multiple focus, the 

monster literary image admits Joyce’s and Wilde’s contexts of discourse.  Stephen retorts 

“You mean I am a monster” in a dialogue with an Irish nationalist (Portrait 181).  In this 

retort, Stephen “echoes Joyce’s assertion that Wilde was the product of cultural 

institutions, not a ‘monster of perversion’” (Riquelme 107).  Through Rosaleen’s 
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monstrous face in the mirror, Porter alludes to Joyce’s position that he was unfairly 

castigated as decadent (Critical 204).  Kershner contends “an overarching theme” of 

Joyce’s works is “[b]etrayal” and “the creative artist brought low by philistines and 

jealous associates” (Joyce and Popular 109).  Maintaining a similar attitude after she 

faces treatment as “a woman of bad fame with the neighbors,” Rosaleen concludes the 

neighbors are envious “because the men were everywhere after her” (CS 132).  Porter 

employs the monster convention to simultaneously point to artists in need of rejuvenation 

and to draw attention to the unfair castigation of artists as degenerate. 

Her monster’s mirror setting further highlights Porter’s focus on the writing 

process and the autobiographical qualities of a fictional work.  During the Modernist 

Period, self-portraiture, which requires a mirror, became a popular practice because of its 

capacity to examine the artistic process from multiple perspectives.  Bond and Woodall 

explain self-portraiture appears to combine the “creator ‘behind’ the work of art,” the 

“subject ‘within’” a piece of artwork, and the “viewer ‘before’ it” (12).  Porter’s look at 

the autobiographical aspect of fiction intersects with Joyce’s own autobiographical 

fiction.  Through Stephen, Joyce “posits Shakespeare as writing himself into his own 

works” (Kershner, Joyce and Popular 108), and Joyce, in turn, autobiographically 

incorporates facets of his life into stories.  Rosaleen’s repeatedly looking into a mirror 

suggests not only her scrutiny of what she has made of her life in the world but also the 

process of self-examination behind an autobiographical work of fiction.  When she 

returns from the city, Rosaleen “ran to the looking-glass and saw her face there, leaping 

into shapes fit to scare you” (CS 133).  Her unsettling visit to the mirror indicates both 
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that Rosaleen finds her life’s progress unsatisfactory and that Porter judges her life’s 

fictional work and finds it lacking.   

 Porter uses the structural device of the mirror in a similar context as Joyce in 

Dubliners, a work that she discusses in her writings.  Rosaleen’s visits to a mirror echo a 

passage from the short story “The Dead” featuring Gabriel Conroy who “saw himself as a 

ludicrous figure . . . idealizing his own clownish lusts, the pitiable fatuous fellow he had 

caught a glimpse of in the mirror” (Dead 55-56).  From one of her letters referring to this 

story, Porter writes, “Joyce’s people live in a stagnant society, emptied of nearly all 

meaning, he wishes to say that all they think and feel and desire is false” (L 252).  In the 

same way, Rosaleen looks in the “looking-glass” and eventually comes to see that her life 

“was all just straying from one terrible disappointment to another” (CS 134).  From the 

perspective of Joyce’s epiphany as a kind of recognition, both Rosaleen and Gabriel 

awaken to the folly of some of their past idealized illusions about themselves.  Reflecting 

upon the influences of dramatist Henrik Ibsen upon Joyce’s understanding of an 

epiphany, James Baker says in the epiphanic process “the initial vignette of paralysis is 

followed by an excruciating denouement in which reality rushes in upon the unprepared 

consciousness of the central character” (67).  Furthermore, the epiphany for Joyce’s 

characters is characterized by what Baker calls “the saving quality of a revelation 

containing the seeds not only of suffering but resurrection” (67).  When Rosaleen 

experiences a revelation at the end of “The Cracked Looking-Glass,” the working of the 

folk carnival pattern indicates hope for Rosaleen’s future, even in the context of her 

dawning awareness of the stifling limitations in her current situation. 
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Besides suggesting thematic similarities between Porter and Joyce, the mirror in 

its cracked condition introduces into Porter’s story an antagonistic multi-voiced discourse 

among the contexts where this device appears.  The structural device of the cracked 

mirror in Porter’s story enters into what Bakhtin calls a “hidden polemic” with the 

context of the cracked mirror in Wilde’s and Joyce’s works (188).  In Wilde’s nineteenth-

century essay “The Decay of Lying,” Cyril speaks about “a cracked lookingglass” to 

suggest that genius in art cannot be reduced to portraying multiple imitative or 

photographic images characteristic of nineteenth-century realism (307).  Although she 

would agree that literary fiction as art contains more than a series of photographic 

images, Porter includes many realistic details naming cultural artifacts in her works and 

her figures functioning iconographically engage in scenic moments conveying 

significance through their gestures which include many postures such as the open mouth 

familiar to carnival patterns.  Joyce’s allusion to Irish art as the “cracked lookingglass of 

a servant” in Ulysses indicates his recognition of this phrase’s origin in Wilde and further 

implies that the Irish artists of his day “do not project an adequate image of modern 

Ireland: they merely perpetuate the stereotype of the Irish as a primitive and servile race” 

(Kiberd 284).  With a name alluding to a peasant figure, as an Irish woman living on a 

farm, and as a figure undergoing the folk carnival process, Rosaleen presents an agrarian 

challenge to Joyce’s general rejection of rural Irish folk culture.  

The late medieval aspect of the cracked mirror as a symbol of folly in Porter’s 

story also enters into a Baktinian “antagonistic” discourse with Joyce’s and Wilde’s 

fiction over the topic of what they call “sin.”28  Within the context of folly, Porter’s 

cracked mirror in front of Rosaleen indicates that artistic growth occurs by resisting the 
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kind of self-absorption and self-destructive activities characterizing Rosaleen’s life.  An 

artist and writer figure, Rosaleen indulges in dream-led actions and glorified recollections 

of past conquests “as a belle of the ball” which have postponed her emerging knowledge 

of herself and have delayed her accurately assessing her own situation with its advantages 

on one hand and its difficulties on the other (CS 111).  Both authors value experience in 

the development of the writer as artist, but some of the experiences that Joyce considers 

enriching Porter would place under the category of folly.  Dominic Manganiello explains 

that Joyce follows the position of Wilde who in turn tends toward “‘Pater’s epicurean 

Marcus,’” a character who values “‘the realization of experience against those of the 

received morality.’”  Discussing Wilde’s and Joyce’s characters, Manganiello states, 

“Dorian and Stephen can be seen as modern pilgrims whose progress is made possible 

only by contravention of the moral law.”  Proclaiming the benefits of “Sin,” Wilde claims 

sin “increases the experience of the race” and Joyce asserts that sin causes the soul to 

thrive (90).  To accumulate writing material “for the sake of his art,” Joyce encouraged 

his wife to go out with other men, although there is no evidence that she did (Beja 79-80).  

Porter underwent many of what Joyce might label artist-enhancing experiences, including 

her relationships with numerous lovers, but her attitude differs from Joyce’s and Wilde’s.  

Practically speaking, she regretted many such experiences because of the negative effect 

they had on her writing.  An affair usually “left her seriously debilitated, “drained of all 

creative energy,” and behind on her writing jobs.29 

In her handling of the artist as a pilgrim through life, Porter values experience and 

she converts the effects of personal weaknesses into experiences, but unlike Joyce she 

does not cultivate an intention to “Sin.”  She says, “People ask me what I write from, and 
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I say, I write from experience, but I say experience is anything that happens to me. . . . a 

flash of memory, a nightmare, a daydream. . . You can’t start a work of art anywhere 

except where life starts” (C 35).  Porter’s friend Gordon spots the pilgrim element in 

some of Porter’s characterizations.30  She contends Porter’s protagonist as a pilgrim 

makes a journey toward a figurative “holy land” (147).  A self-professed, routine reader 

of Augustine’s Confessions, Porter identifies with the “guilt” of the boy who allowed 

himself to be persuaded to go to the Roman coliseum and found himself enjoying it.  

After she attended a bullfight in Mexico, Porter says she recognized a “fellow sinner” in 

“this student, this boy at Rome in the fourth century, somebody I felt I knew well on 

sight, who had been weak enough to be led into adventure but strong enough to turn it 

into experience” (CE  101).  Although past “sins” became material for her writings, 

Porter’s attitude as “someone who was bitterly ashamed of this evil in me” differs greatly 

from Joyce’s Stephen who “reverses the movement on Bunyan’s pilgrim” and whose 

“adventures read like the confessions of a self-justifying sinner who contemplates ‘his 

own soul going forth to experience, unfolding itself sin by sin’” (CE 100; Manganiello 

90).  

By employing the cracked mirror image, Porter alerts the reader to consider what 

Bakhtin calls a “double focus” to find similarities and differences between the 

arrangement of images in Rosaleen’s story and the kinds of fragmentation present during 

the Modernist Period.  Rosaleen’s reflection in the cracked mirror where “she couldn’t 

tell her nose from her mouth in the cracked seam” bears similarities to the kind of cubist 

works painted by Picasso and announces Porter’s engagement with issues surrounding 

cubism (CS 117).  Porter’s intersection with cubist fragmentary techniques occurs in her 
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tendency toward “geometric simplification” through her use of only a few motifs to shape 

her figures that function iconographically (EM 57-59).  Her use of fragmentary 

descriptions differs from that of Joyce who elliptically presents allusions and abruptly 

shifts “various rhetorics or styles” (Butler, “Joyce” 80).  Related to experimentation with 

literary structure, just as Picasso invites the viewer to consider a painting by abstractly 

contemplating the fragmented space and “our attempt to resist it in the search for 

representation,” so Porter joins Joyce who “follows one of the central aims of early 

modernism, which was to attract an audience which was willing to attempt to decode the 

relationships between stylistic medium and message” (EM 54; Butler, “Joyce” 83).   

Porter’s cracked mirror associated with fragmentation accompanies the changes 

Rosaleen undergoes as an artist figure coming to grips with some of her illusions, yet this 

process involves connecting with her personal history rather than breaking from her past.  

“The Cracked Looking-Glass” demonstrates Rosaleen sifting through her memories.  

Speaking fondly of earlier days when she “met a boy in Ireland” who “was a great step-

dancer,” Rosaleen also recalls “the time when my grandfather was ninety years old” and 

she shared “grand times together” with her sister (CS 111).  At the end of the story, 

Rosaleen “leaned over and put her head on Dennis’s knee,” a gesture that in part indicates 

her gratefulness toward her elderly, weakening husband for their years together and the 

support he has given her (CS 134).  Porter criticizes Stein’s fragmentary writing style that 

presents subjects with a sketchy background and lack of historical development (CE 

278).  In contrast with Stein, Porter’s characters such as Rosaleen maintain a link to the 

past through the recounting of their memories and through the iconographic and folk 

carnival devices marking their way through the structure of the story. 
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Although they are alike in appropriating devices associated with fragmentation 

without rejecting historical influences, Joyce adopts more of the diffusive structural  

 

 

Fig. 59.  Hans Holbein. Page from the Praise of Folly. 1515. Illustration. Offentliche Kunstasammlung, 
Basel. ARTstor Slide Gallery.  

 

techniques associated with the Modernist Period than Porter does.  Cubist art emphasizes 

that the fragments are “part of an artificial language, whose conventions can be revealed 

and broken within an art which aims at a defamiliarizing, estranging relationship to 

reality” (EM 67).  This division parallels Modernist Period writing which places “in 

doubt that grip of language on the external world which was presupposed by Naturalism 
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and Realism” (EM 9).  Some critics, such as Butler, interpret Joyce’s innovations as a 

means to question the presuppositions behind language and the author’s point of view.  . 

 

Fig. 60.  Pablo Picasso. Deux Arlequins. 1920. 
William Weston Gallery, London. Web. 9 Feb. 
2012. 

Fig. 61.  Pablo Picasso. Harlequin with a Mirror. 1923. 
Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid. Bridgeman Art 
Library.  

Butler maintains that by using his own rhetorical gymnastics to characterize the 

conflicted personality of Stephen (EM 99-101), Joyce follows a Modernist Period trend 

by doubting the validity of “the psychological unity of the artist, and to put in question 

the value of the attempt to dominate experience by subjecting it to a unifying description” 

(EM 175).  Eventually, as Butler points out, Stephen’s frustrated struggle to develop an 

autonomous, unified personality results in his “renunciation of ‘nationality, language, 

religion’” and a determination to lead a life of exile in quiet (EM 100) 
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Porter’s structure incorporates chaotic elements, but her choice and arrangement 

of figures indicates Porter privileges building coherence and fostering regeneration.  

From her essay “St. Augustine and the Bullfight,” Porter admits that she uses writing to 

sort out convoluted situations: “My own habit of writing fiction has provided a 

wholesome exercise to my natural, incurable tendency to try to wrangle the sprawling 

mess of our existence in this bloody world into some kind of shape: almost any shape will 

do, just so it is recognizably made with human hands . . .” (CE 93).  “The Cracked 

Looking-Glass” demonstrates the kind of shape Porter gives her arrangement of images.  

Using the device of the cracked mirror as a springboard, Porter counters the diffusive 

approach of Joyce’s prose by inserting healing and regenerative images to present her 

portrayal of the artistic process.  Rosaleen’s experience of the mirror is “like seeing your 

face in water,” and the crack causes her face to “look like a monster’s” (CS 109; 122).  

The water signals renewal through its cleansing, and the grotesque monster suggests the 

folk carnival life-death-birth process.   

Besides responding to Joyce through the figure of Rosaleen, Porter employs her 

carnivalesque conventions in an organic manner that stands in contrast with Joyce’s 

structure and devices resembling some of the patterns encountered in a commedia 

dell’arte.  Some critics interpret the structural parallels with the commedia dell’arte as 

Joyce’s move toward embracing fragmentation.  Kershner points to Joyce’s repeated 

“dialogical interactions” and concludes that Joyce “heard with unrivaled acuity the voices 

of his culture and reinscribed in the matrix of fiction its ‘chronicles of disorder.’”31  Roy 

Gottfried refers to Joyce’s comedy in Ulysses as “turning in circles,” “jesting rather than 

striving,” and “tumbling” rather than falling as in a “tragic fall” (3).  The “Circe” chapter, 
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especially “disjointed and chaotic,” converts Ulysses to a commedia dell’arte (157).  In 

Porter’s agrarian folk carnival humor, the marketplace, banquet, crowning, grotesque 

body, and mask conventions all function to convey “the swallowing up and generating 

principle, as the bodily grave and bosom, as a field which has been sown and in which 

new shoots are preparing to sprout” (R 26-27).  

A key character a commedia dell’arte, the antic harlequin differs from Porter’s 

regenerative clowns and fools.  Picasso frequently painted harlequins, including in the 

self-portrait Harlequin with a Mirror featuring himself gazing in a hand-held mirror (fig. 

61).  Popular in European commedia dell’arte from the sixteenth to the nineteenth 

century (Beaumont 46; 112), the “‘above all, obscene’” acrobatic harlequin operates in 

farcical scenes performing “‘a series of extravagant capers, . . . violent movements, and 

outrageous blackguardisms.’”32  Frequently appearing in Modernist Period paintings like 

Deux Arlequins by Picasso (fig. 60), the harlequin’s role suits the disjointed, dispersive 

element of cubism.  By contrast, Porter’s stories portray the fool or the clown found in 

the words of Rabelais, Erasmus (fig. 59), and Shakespeare.  Porter expresses her delight 

in the fool figure not only by titling her lengthiest work Ship of Fools but also through 

her exclamation “you’ll adore it” in one of her letter’s exuberant praises of Erasmus’s 

works containing Holbein’s fool figures (L 82).  Wearing powder and red in the face, 

Rosaleen has the clown face of a beaten queen meeting a new beginning in a process 

whereby “death is followed by regeneration, by the new year, new youth, and a new 

spring” (R 189).  Functioning within the context of folk carnival rooted in the works of 

Renaissance Period authors and painters, Porter’s fools and clowns maintain a close link 

to the continuity of the life-death-rebirth cycle and past eras. 
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Any images that portray chaos, fragmentation, or art in Porter’s “The Cracked 

Looking-Glass” succumb to the life-death-rebirth folk carnival patterns compatible with 

the chronological, agricultural cycles of Earth.  Rosaleen’s cats chaotically chase the dog 

and Rosaleen’s blood “fairly crinkled in her veins” following a turbulent trip to the city, 

but these topsey-turvey, uncrowning conventions point to carnivalesque rebirth (CS 125; 

129).  Porter transforms Wilde’s and Joyce’s “cracked lookingglass” associated with 

fragmentation into a mirror allied with “one single logic of imagery” that participates in 

the life-death-birth process by placing a cracked mirror in a marketplace setting (R 149).  

Marketplace trading for a cooking pot and the banquet drinking of “two small glasses of 

home-made cherry brandy” occur in the kitchen where the mirror hangs (CS 117; 110).  

Even Wilde’s symbol of art itself—the “veil, rather than the mirror”33—faces folk 

carnival debasement through an allusion to bloody thrashings and the clown’s red face.  

When Rosaleen’s “blood boiled up in her face until it was like looking through a red 

veil,” artist and art encounter Rabelais’s degradation “related to the gay thrashing and 

abuse as well as to the red snout of the Catchpole, to his apparent death, sudden return to 

life, and jumping up like a clown who has received a beating” (CS 128; R 197).   

Although Porter’s fiction demonstrates a strong integrative purpose, her cracked 

mirror in a hidden polemic also becomes a subtle means for Porter to provide a warning 

to artists in general, and to criticize Joyce in particular, about the potential danger of the 

indiscriminate assimilation of fantastic elements into a work of fiction.  Both authors 

insert epiphanic moments into their plots when Gabriel in “The Dead” and Rosaleen in 

“The Cracked Looking-Glass” become aware of their delusions.  Critics have pointed to 

Porter’s characters coming to a greater awareness of the ugliness of the situation they 
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face.34  In his article on “The Cracked Looking-Glass,” Weisenfarth analyzes Rosaleen’s 

development: “She frees reality from the dreams and illusions that she used formerly to 

disguise it” (“Reflections” 145).  The use of epiphanies in Joyce’s stories to portray 

characters casting off romanticized idealizations has been well-documented.  Joyce, 

however, also deliberately inserts illusions by placing “phantasmagoria” alongside facts 

into his fiction.35  His stories reflect the influence of Wilde who rallies through Vivian for 

exaggeration, fanciful romance, and the “fascinating liar” in “The Decay of Lying,” 

(305).   

Instead of treating history as a bad dream from which we might wake up 
and escape, Joyce engages with history, using a realistic style strategically 
in a mixture of styles that interprets and transforms history and realistic 
detail by merging them with myth.  When Joyce attributes mythic aspects 
to characters in styles that both recognize and challenge the ostensible 
limits of realism and history, he actualizes a potential that Stephen has yet 
to grasp.  (Riquelme 109) 

 
John Paul Riquelme claims that Joyce surpasses Stephen’s efforts in “‘trying to awake’ 

from the nightmare that is history” (109). 

Contrary to Joyce’s combination of myths and history that “actualizes a potential” 

of artistic growth, a major part of Porter’s story on Rosaleen’s growing maturity as an 

artist figure derives from this farm woman separating the fantastic elements of her tall 

tales from the events that occurred in her life.  Weisenfarth has noted how Rosaleen’s 

dreams have caused her to believe that three people—a potential suitor, a former 

farmhand, and her sister—are dead or dying,  even though she has no evidence to support 

her conclusions (“Reflections,” 142-43).  Her maturation depends on her increasingly 

recognizing her overactive imagination as a weakness.  She is maturing when she 
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reflects, “Maybe the dream about Kevin wasn’t true either.  If one dream failed on you it 

would be foolish to think another mightn’t fail you, too. . .” (CS 133).   

Like Dubliners and A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, “The Cracked 

Looking-Glass” portrays the artist as a pilgrim developing self-awareness at a point when 

life appears stagnant and surroundings growingly hostile.  Rosaleen’s confrontation with 

an upcoming death leads to her personal growth and suggests a means of growth for all 

artists.  Rosaleen comes to realize that Dennis will soon die, and she senses an end to the 

love they have shared in their cozy home around the hearth.36  The skeletal Dennis is 

“sitting by the stove” in the “lamplight” and Rosaleen is worrying about the “crooked” 

finger of death taking her husband: “For I could cry if you crooked a finger at me” (CS 

134).  Having, like Stephen, lived in exile from her native Ireland, Rosaleen also is on a 

kind of journey where she faces numerous dead ends and experiences similar to the “slow 

dark birth’ of Stephen’s soul” (McGowan 436).  Self-deceptions have led Rosaleen to a 

stagnant situation represented by “the darkness and snow” surrounding Rosaleen’s 

journey to and from the city (CS 134), an allusion to “the snow falling faintly through the 

universe and . . . upon all the living and the dead” in Joyce’s story “The Dead” (Dead 

59).  The presence of snow at stages of Rosaleen’s trip highlights the pervasiveness and 

the universal action of the snow.  Snow is falling when the postman from her home takes 

her to the train, and snow stands on the ground of New York City’s Grand Central Station 

(CS 122-23).  When she returns, her house sits “like a hen quietly in a nest of snow” (CS 

132).  Rosaleen comes to recognize her life has been disappointing, but this recognition 

and an acceptance of her husband’s diminishing health force her to a kind of encounter 

with death that in folk carnival fashion will lead her to a new life (CS 134).   
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Parts of Rosaleen’s journey correspond to elements of Joyce’s fiction, but many 

of the images and unfolding events of her travels in “The Cracked Looking-Glass” 

contain an internal polemic between the stories of Rosaleen and Stephen.  Both Joyce and 

Porter use a servant’s cracked looking-glass to refer to Irish artists and art, but their 

stories portray different attitudes toward the artist as a servant.  Characterized as cheerful 

and hardworking, Rosaleen the former servant contrasts with a resentful Stephen who 

claims he is “a servant of two masters,” both the “imperial British state” and “the holy 

roman catholic and apostolic church” (Joyce, Ulysses 17).  Joyce decries the Bristol Irish 

for being contaminated by their British-influenced education, an education that he claims 

led to the unjust treatment of Wilde as “a perverted monster” (Critical 204).  Unlike 

Joyce, Porter acknowledges a debt to British literature and the cultural artifacts of Roman 

Catholicism via Rosaleen’s appreciative attitude toward her Bristol Irish husband Dennis 

and Rosaleen’s longing for the Catholic religious practices of her Irish culture (CS 125).  

It is also profitable to recall that Dennis is “a lover of truth,” which stand in contrast to 

Wilde’s claimed penchant for imaginative “lying” in fiction (CS 107; 105).   

Through Rosaleen’s growing awareness of Dennis’s strengths and weaknesses, 

Porter advocates artists acknowledging both the good and the bad aspects in the entities 

that influence a culture.  Her path, however, is not that of Stephen who is coming to a 

“knowledge that he must heroically assert his total independence” (McGowan 436).  

Although she and Stephen both look in a cracked looking-glass and evaluate themselves, 

Rosaleen learns that she has benefitted from the help of others and will be on her own 

soon enough.37  Porter implies an author confronting the equivalent of death and wanting 

to mature as an artist should avoid delusional self-aggrandizement.  At the end of the 
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story, Rosaleen “leaned over and put her head on Dennis’s knee” (CS 134).  Mary Titus 

too hastily interprets the last scene in the story as Rosaleen “docilely . . . agreeing to close 

the doors of hope and imagination, promising to anticipate his needs and put away her 

own” (150).  Instead, with Dennis in his dying days, Rosaleen is in the process of 

figuratively being born from his loins according to the folk carnival process.  Dennis’s 

death will be a sorrowful loss, but his death also will be the start of potentially joyful 

opportunities for Rosaleen.  

In their workings upon historical narratives in “The Cracked Looking-Glass,” 

Porter’s folk carnival patterns and figures functioning iconographically combat the 

branch of modernism that severs the present and future from the influence of the past.  

The story’s patterns counter what Koselleck identifies as the tendency to cut ties between 

the past’s “space of experience” and the future’s “horizon of expectation” (270).  

Iconographically, Rosaleen spans time by realizing the potential of figures from the 

past—Rosaleen, Mary, and Eve—as well as by anticipating figures in literature and art to 

come.  The ultimate triumph of the folk carnival pattern occurs in chronological time 

marked by the passing years of Rosaleen’s life, the change of king figures like Dennis 

and Rosaleen, and even by cultural artifacts like the parlor table that one day become 

lodged in the archeological strata of the earth (CS 105).  Inherently conveying the life-

death-rebirth process, the folk carnival images permeating the story affirm a 

chronological version of history that maintains continuity between the contributions of 

the past and the opportunities of the future, even in the current presence of change.  

Rosaleen’s growing awareness is helping her to face her circumstances more 

squarely and is setting the stage for her continued development.  In agreement with 
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Joyce, Rosaleen’s experiences point to a list of dangers to the artist: following the lead of 

romanticized literature epitomized by sentimental cinemas in New York City, growing 

old before accomplishing goals, suffering under the criticism of “philistine neighbors,” 

and failing to recognize the resources offered by previous authors.  Expressing Porter’s 

criticism of Joyce, the story of Rosaleen’s life also points to the pitfalls of unfairly 

evaluating the situation at hand, confusing the equivalent of dreams with events that 

actually occur, and engaging in nationalist politics under the guise of culture. 

The story of Rosaleen in “The Cracked Looking-Glass” fictionally depicts the 

development of the writer as artist.  Presenting an agrarian response to artistic issues 

prevalent during the Modernist Period, Rosaleen is a figure associated with Irish farmers, 

immigrants, and artists.  She functions iconographically by recalling the narratives of 

struggle and significance of her literary and artistic predecessors in her culture.  The 

figurative thrashing Rosaleen receives on her turbulent visit to the city leads Rosaleen to 

a kind of death that strips her of the crippling, glorified illusions she developed about 

herself and her situation.  On a self-imposed exile from Ireland and becoming more 

aware of the debt she owes the people in her past, Rosaleen increasingly recognizes her 

path will be lonely and difficult when she is forced to run the farm on her own.  As an 

artist figure, Rosaleen accepts the literary inheritance passed down from Dennis at their 

rural home.  That inheritance is available for her to develop for own artistic purposes and 

will be marked by her own narrative when she passes it down to future generations.    
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Notes 

1. Porter spoke the following words in “My First Speech” from a lecture she gave to the 
“American Women’s Club” in Paris in 1934:  “Most certainly the artist is present in all he creates.”  See CE 
434.   

2. In a letter to the managing editor of Scribner’s, Porter writes “Yesterday I ran across a copy of 
Ulysses and saw again that phrase of Joyce’s which had stuck I my mind: about “the Cracked Looking 
glass [stet] of a Servant.”  I had remembered the word as Mirror, and so have called my story “the Cracked 
Mirror” when it should be “The Cracked Looking Glass-- . . . ”.  See L 71.  

3. To add to the previously noted comments on Joyce, Porter recalls being “distressed” by his 
death in 1942 and remembers him as one of “the men I most admired in my youth.”  See CE 87 and CE 
298.  Speaking to Roy Newquist, Porter praises Joyce by placing him in distinguished company: “Look 
back, now, at the giants of our age, starting with Henry James and Hardy, then Yeats and Joyce and T.S. 
Eliot, . . .”.  See C 104. 

In “Ulysses, Order, and Myth,” Eliot writes, “It is, I think, because Mr. Joyce and Mr. Lewis, 
being ‘in advance’ of their time, felt a conscious or probably unconscious dissatisfaction with the form, that 
their novels are more formless than those of a dozen clever writers who are unaware of its obsolescence.”  
See Selected 177.  Similarly, Porter recognizes the originality of Joyce’s structure in a letter to Glenway 
Wescott: “Then too, any little bootstrap writer can master the ‘form’ and turn out empty and useless as a 
grasshopper shell. By the rules, Joyce never wrote a novel . . .”.  See L 403. 

4. In “From the Notebooks: Yeats, Joyce, Eliot, Pound,” Porter recalls attending a poetry reading 
by Eliot with Joyce in attendance at Sylvia Beach’s bookstore: “I saw him [Joyce] only once. When I first 
went to Paris, in February, 1932, he was already world-famous, half-blind, surrounded by friends all 
faithful to him, apparently, but jealous of each other, watching him for signs of favor. . . .  I did not wish to 
see him, or speak to him—what as there to say? And it was no doubt true that no new acquaintance could 
do more than disturb or bore him. But I never went near him, . . .”.  See CE 299. 

When he comments in his letters that he is “quite a commonplace person undeserving of so much 
imaginative painting,” Porter responds in the margin with a “Truer word was never spoken! But a genius!” 
See vol. 1, 166 and KAPP.  Joyce writes that his “head is full of pebbles and rubbish and broken matches 
and lots of glass picked up ‘most everywhere,” and Porter quips in a note, “Why yes—and you put it all in 
Ulysses.”  See vol. 1, 167 and KAPP.  

5. Eliot criticizes Joyce for relying upon auditory devices instead of visual images at the end of 
Finnegan’s Wake even as Joyce remains Eliot’s exemplar for employing a mythological method as an 
alternate structure to the novel.  See Selected 177.    

6. In a letter to Claud W. Sykes, Joyce writes, “Little theaters and little reviews always go bust.”  
See Letters 158.  In the one of her two copies of the first volume of his letters (KAPP), Porter underlines 
the sentence and counters in the margin with the comment, “Oh do they?” 

7. From a 1958 interview with Winston Bode at The Texas Observer, Porter says, “When I was 
young there was a slick formula that was being used by the magazines and being practiced with great skill 
by a handful of craftsmen.  But I wrote honest, and it was hard to get an honest story published.  I think one 
man was responsible for the change.  James Joyce with Dubliners broke the formula . . .”.  See C 30. 

8. Wiesenfarth recognizes the allusion to Joyce’s “cracked looking-glass of a servant,” Rosaleen’s 
former occupation as a “chambermaid,” and “the defective mirror” which “symbolizes Rosaleen’s 
[involvement] with an unreal world.”  See 147.  Hardy refers to Mulligan’s mirror in Ulysses and the 
similarity between Porter and Stephen Dedalaus’s attitude toward illusions.  See 59.  

9. See Joyce, Ulysses 12; and CS 107, 109, 117, 122, and 133.   

10. Yeats spent much of his youth in Sligo County and wrote works inspired by Sligo County.  
See A. Norman Jeffares 7 and 32. 

11. Comments on the clouded origins and various interpretations of this legendary poem can be 
found in several sources.  See C.L. Innes 4-5, May McCann 60-61, Nevinson 255, and Pádraic and Pearse 
367.  Also see Hiram Morgan 33. 
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12. On the topic of Mangan, Joyce wrote a review of Mangan’s works, delivered a 1902 lecture on 
Mangan to the Literary and Historical Society at University College, and revised the lecture into an Italian 
essay in 1907.  See Stanislaus Joyce and Felix Giovanelli 487-88 and Bulson 431. 

Mangum published original poems and translations beginning in 1830.  See Patrick Diskin 21.  
From 1846 onward, he became increasingly devoted to Irish nationalism.  See Diskin 29. He is most 
famous for his translation of “Dark Rosaleen” with words chosen to support the cause of Irish nationalism. 

13. In his comparison of Joyce’s 1902 lecture on Mangan with a never-delivered, revised lecture 
on Mangan in 1907, Bulson concludes that the first lecture places the emphasis on Mangan’s literary 
achievement to counter Mangan’s adoption by the nationalistic forces in Ireland whereas the second lecture 
and Joyce’s 1907 works in general allow for the use of figures as part of “a recovery operation for the Irish 
nationalist” whose name was ‘mutilated’ in the Italian press.”  See 442.  Joyce dropped his reference to 
“Dark Rosaleen” in the 1907 revision of the Mangan lecture written in Italian.  See Bulson 437. 

14. The remainder of the sentence further acknowledges the song’s political tone.  Referring to 
Roisin Dubh, Nevinson asserts “just as she once appeared to Costello of Ballyhaunis, Red Hugh 
O’Donnell’s wandering singer, who first made that song of such finely woven duplicity that the dull 
invaders never could be quite sure whether it sang of treason or of love.”  See Nevinson 255 and 386-87.  

15. Stone finds parallels among Joyce’s idealized female figures in the descriptions of Mangan’s 
sister in “Araby,” Gabriel’s gazing upon his wife in “The Dead,” Stephen’s view of Emma in A Portrait of 
the Artist as a Young Man, and Bloom’s observation of Gerty in the “Nausicaa” section of Ulysses.  See 
383-86.   

Edward Hirsch writes, “Lower-middle-class and middle-class Catholics in Dublin shared a 
discomfort with peasant life as all too Irish, but at the same time they idealized that life (the rise of Gaelic 
League and the mass appeal of the Gaelic Athletic Association were in some way manifestations of that 
idealization). They understood that the peasant could be turned into an emblem not only of Ireland’s 
victimization and nobility but also of its ignorance, vulgarity, and shame.”  See 1124.  Tying these concerns 
to Ireland symbolized as a woman and the name “Rosaleen,” Hirsch quotes other authors, “Whereas the 
colonizer is associated with invulnerable masculine strength, the colonized is associated with a guilty and 
dangerous female secrecy and vulnerability.  ‘Worst of all,’ as Deane says in summarizing the colonial 
stereotypes of the barbaric Irish peasant, ‘he is sometimes a she’ . . . . Edna O’Brien summons up a host of 
conventional associations when she characterizes Ireland as ‘a woman, a womb, a cave, a cow, a Rosaleen, 
a sow, a bride, a harlot, and of course, the Hag of Beare’”. . . .  This engendering was also part of Catholic 
Dublin’s painful ambivalence about ‘peasant’ life.”  See 1124-25. 

16. See Hirsch’s “The Imaginary Irish Peasant.” 

17. Through his analysis of Joyce’s treatment of Mangan, Bulson examines how Joyce, an admirer 
of Dante, explored the use of the figura, naming the term nine times in four works written during a six-
month period in 1907: “In these examples, the ‘figura’ is synonymous with both the symbol and the 
physical figure, and the rhetorical effect depends on the visual participation of the reader who imagines 
how the description attached to the ‘figura’ can translate into or correspond with an idea or principle.”  
Referring to Auebach’s study of the use of the figura, Bulson asserts that the figura – found in the depiction 
of Virgil, Beatrice, and Cato by Dante—is a structural device.  Bulson adds that in Commedia these figura 
characters became pivotal “not simply because they organized the allegorical, symbolic, and figurative 
hermeneutic system but also because they reaffirm the poem’s historical reality.”  See 441. 

18. The Roman Catholic “Litany of Our Lady,” also called the “Litany of Loreto,” contains 
multiple titles for Mary, including the phrase “Mystical rose.”  See “Litany of Our Lady (Loreto).” A 
Prayer Book of Catholic Devotions: Praying the Seasons and Feasts of the Church Year. Ed. William E. 
Storey. Chicago: Loyola P, 2004. 221-23.  See Beverly Seaton 687. 

19. See Cresswell, Julia. “Dennis.” Bloomsbury Dictionary of First Names. London: Bloomsbury 
P, 2000. 

20. Kershner writes, “Still if Wilde is the historical model for the creative aesthete, his Ulysses 
counterpart is Buck, not Stephen/Joyce.”  See Joyce and Popular 109.  Joyce asserts Wilde “far from being  
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a perverted monster who sprang in some inexplicable way from the civilization of modern England, is the 
logical and inescapable product of the Anglo-Saxon college and university system.”  See Critical 204. 

21. Among Stephen’s last words in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, appear the following 
resolution: “I will not serve that in which I no longer believe whether it calls itself my home, my fatherland 
or my church: and I will try to express myself in some mode of life or art as freely as I can and as wholly as 
I can, using for my defence the only arms I allow myself to use, silence, exile, and cunning.”  See Joyce 
218. 

22. Born and attending school in Bantry, County Cork, constitutional nationalists Timothy Daniel 
Sullivan and Alexander Martin Sullivan ran a number of newspapers, including a well-known nationalist 
weekly paper Nation and later the Weekly News, a paper sympathetic to the Fenians.  See Patrick Tally 687.  
At its origins, Sinn Fein emerged in Dublin.  See Michael Laffan 660.  

23. In a letter to Frank Budgen, Joyce describes how he gives “the last word” to Penelope in 
Ulysses.  Porter then reacts to the words Joyce places in Penelope’s mouth: “You mean about Pissing? But 
that is so dull!”  See Letters 160 and KAPP. 

24. Butler sets up the conflicting attitudes toward the city as epitomized by that of The Wasteland 
and Ulysses. See EM 137. 

25. From Emily Dickinson’s “Because I Could Not Stop for Death,” the first several of the lines 
read, “Because I could not stop for Death /He kindly stopped for me; /The carriage held but just ourselves 
/And Immortality.  See 81.   

26. See Danson 92. 

27. In the dialogue from “The Decay of Lying,” Vivian claims “what I am pleading for is Lying in 
art” (292-93).  He later says, “Many a young man starts in life with a natural gift for exaggeration which, if 
nurtured in congenial and sympathetic surroundings, or by the imitation of the best models, might grow 
into something really great and wonderful.  But, as a rule, he comes to nothing.  He either falls into careless 
habits of accuracy . . . or takes to frequenting the society of the aged and the well-informed.  Both things 
are equally fatal to his imagination as indeed they would be fatal to his imagination, as indeed they would 
be fatal to his imagination, as indeed they would be fatal to the imagination of anybody, and in a short time 
he develops a morbid and unhealthy faculty of truth-telling, begins to verify all statements made in his 
presence, has no hesitation in contradicting people who are much younger than himself, and often ends by 
writing novels which are so life like that no one can possibly believe in their probability” (294).  

Discussing the importance of carefully chosen, realistic details in costuming for effect, Wilde 
writes the following in the last lines of “The Truth of Masks”: “A Truth in art is that whose contradictory is 
also true.  And just as it is only in art-criticism, and through it, that we can apprehend the Platonic theory of 
ideas, so it is only in art-criticism, and through it, that we can realize Hegel's system of contraries.  The 
truths of metaphysics are the truths of masks.”  See 432. 

28. See Baktin, “Discourse” 188. 

29. See Unrue 103 for a record of Porter’s attempted suicide during her pregnancy which 
eventually resulted in a stillborn child.  See Unrue 86-88 for an account of her condition after her abortion 
following her relationship to Salomón de la Selva.  Also see Givner, Katherine 382. 

30. Gordon discusses the characterization of one of Porter’s most autobiographical characters 
Miranda as a pilgrim in a divine comedy.  See 147. 

31. See Kershner Joyce, Bakhtin 297 and 303.  

32. Cyril Beaumont quotes Riccoboni’s description, itself from volume one of Maurice Sands 
book Masque et Buffons, printed in 1860. See page 37. See Beaumont 50. 

33. Porter’s library contains a copy of The Portable Oscar Wilde which contains the essay “The 
Artist as Critic” as its first chapter.  A portion of the chapter reads, “Art finds her own perfection within, 
and not outside of herself.  She is not to be judged by any external standard of resemblance.  She is a veil, 
rather than a mirror.”  See KAPP.  This passage may also be found in Wilde 306.  
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34. For a few examples see William Noon’s “Epiphany,” John McGowan 436, and Riquelme 108.  
For a few examples of Porter’s characters coming to a greater awareness of their situation see V.S. Pritchett 
110, Joan Schultz 93, and Ferrari 14. 

35. After writing Ulysses, Joyce originally presented Finnegan’s Wake in serialized installments 
under the title Work in Progress.  See 91.  From “Milton I,” Eliot says of Joyce, “In his early work, and at 
least in part of Ulysses, there is visual and other imagination of the highest kind; and I may be mistaken in 
thinking that the later part of Ulysses shows a turning from the visible world to draw rather on the resources 
of phantasmagoria.  In any case, one may suppose that the replenishment of visual imagery during later 
years has been insufficient; so that what I find in Work in Progress is an auditory imagination abnormally 
sharpened at the expense of the visual.”  See Selected 262. 

36. Wiesenfarth discusses Rosaleen coming to an acceptance of “the truth of Dennis’s old age and 
the reality of love in the present.”  See 35. 

37. Before the passage when Stephen asserts that Irish art is a “cracked lookingglass of a servant,” 
Joyce writes the following: “Stephen bent forward and peered at the mirror held out to him, cleft by a 
crooked crack.  Hair on end.  As he and others see me.  Who chose this face for me?  This dogsbody to rid 
of vermin.  It asks me too.”  See Ulysses 6.   
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CHAPTER SIX  

 
Conclusion 

 
 

 This study is an effort to explore how art influences Porter’s fiction which is 

renowned for its beautiful style and structure.  Because of limited space, not all of 

Porter’s works could be evaluated, but representative works from her Mexican, rural-

based, and Miranda stories were part of this investigation.  A look at the artwork she 

observed informs this analysis.  Porter propels art-influenced figures through festive 

patterns to tell the stories of individual characters undergoing change during times of 

cultural turmoil.  

 Porter’s selection of literary images can be traced to her experiences.  When 

Porter first visited New York City, she met a group of Mexican musicians and artists 

including Best-Maugard who encouraged her to travel to Mexico where she became 

familiar with print master Posada and muralist Rivera.  They and the modernist milieu of 

New York City deepened her exposure to Matisse and Picasso.  At the same time, Porter 

developed friendships with a group of people who became known as the Agrarians for 

advocating a “culture of the soil,” criticizing the effects of urbanization, and maintaining 

a strong sense of the importance of the past (I’ll xviii-xix).  Writing assignments led her 

to help revise a biography of Bruegel, while travel to Europe guided her to Late Medieval 

and Renaissance Period iconography and landscape paintings from Northern Europe.  

The iconographic figures in late medieval and renaissance paintings and the figures by 

caricaturists like Porter’s friend Covarrubias taught her how to present an image using 
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only a few motifs.  At the same time, the iconography trained Porter how to use figures 

typologically by giving them historical, significant, and dramatic dimensions.  

Iconography and Matisse blended to inform the manner that Porter’s reconstructed 

literary images developed allusions to layers of past images.   

 Similar to the impetus behind her literary images, the sources behind Porter’s 

festive patterns spring from her readings, her exposure to art, and her travels.  Porter’s 

appreciation of renaissance literature led her to writers such Shakespeare and Rabelais, 

the master of festive patterns, or what Bakhtin calls folk carnival humor.  From the 

artwork she encountered and studied, devices from the same festive patterns appear in the 

paintings of Bruegel.  Holbein’s fools and Dance of Death figures make their appearance 

in Porter’s use of folk carnival, especially the crowning and uncrowning portion of the 

cycle.  During Porter’s travels to Mexico, the artists presented carnival and Dance of 

Death images in their paintings, and the people in the streets dramatized festival patterns 

in their feast day activities.  Revealing ceremonial masks from multiple eras, the folk art 

unearthed from archeological digs became the source of study and art exhibits 

coordinated by Gamio and Best-Maugard who passed on their knowledge to Porter.   

Porter’s combination of influences forged within her fiction presents a version of 

festive patterns that relies heavily upon chronological time.  For Rabelais time is a 

dominant force.  Within his folk carnival perspective, the passing of time is powerful 

enough to produce the means to solve seemingly impenetrable dilemmas.  Calling 

attention to the links binding chronological time, anthropologist Gamio and painter Best-

Maugard base much of their approach to archeology and art upon the theories of Boas 

who emphasized cataloguing cultural artifacts according to stratified layers, which 
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themselves highlighted the particular place and time of a culture’s existence.  Without 

denying the disruptions in time experienced subjectively by individuals under stress, 

Porter, through her literary structure, stands in opposition to modernist movements that 

advocate the suspension of time or frozen moments of time.   

Porter’s figures functioning iconographically and her festive patterns amplify the 

coherence and multi-layered effects of her fiction.  Porter occasionally uses some 

conventions compatible with the fragmentation of cubism—like stream of consciousness 

writing in “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall.”  She opposes, however, the use of 

fragmentary literary devices that break down meaning or that fail “to keep your colors on 

your palette separate and pure” to provide “layers of meaning and shades of feeling and 

sound” (C 103).  Therefore in response to Joyce’s depiction of Stephen’s maturation as 

an artist, Porter presents a folk carnival structure that complements Joyce’s use of past 

allusions and stylistic innovations.  Her essay remarks and plot developments in “The 

Cracked Looking-Glass,” however, indicate her criticism of his urban-based perspective 

and her skepticism about incorporating the kind of fantastic elements especially present 

in Joyce’s later fiction.  

Among Porter’s tools, these figures and folk devices also accentuate the impact of 

the past upon the present and the future.  Porter criticizes Stein’s writing for presenting 

subjects that lack background and historical development (CE 278).  Although she 

supports increased opportunities for women (Jonza 60-61), Porter resists any attempt to 

make associations between herself and feminists (L503; C181).  Besides other objections, 

Porter opposes the tendency of feminists such as Stein to portray characters in 

fragmentary fiction that deliberately minimalizes the importance of history.  She 
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disagrees with movements that reject the contributions of the past, perhaps because 

Porter’s own arrangement of literary images relies heavily upon resurrected literary 

devices, and she hopes that her work and the work of some of her favorite authors will be 

recognized in the future for their literary structures and contributions.   

 With its blend of literary iconographic figures surrounded by cultural artifacts and 

festive patterns embedded in the narrative, the arrangement of images in Porter’s fiction 

combats abstractionism on the one hand and nominalism on the other.  Porter avoids the 

forms of abstractionism that turn fiction into mere intellectual exercises or idealized 

moral tales.  Through her presentation of coherent narratives, ordinary concrete details, 

and agrarian cycles, she evades the literary equivalent of fragmentary cubism reduced to 

puzzle solving or strung-together, gesture-rich scenes disconnected from any historical 

context (Alarcó 143; Auerbach, Mimesis 115-16).  Porter also avoids the opposite 

tendency toward a nominalist recording of events and concrete details.  Her form evades 

presenting stories as “instantaneous” photographic snap shots and random groups of 

images, which can be interpreted as making way for “nihilism and the reign of the 

relative” (Serallar 4-5).  To circumvent mere cataloguing, Porter places her events and 

cultural artifacts in festive patterns and stories linked to past culturally rich narratives 

implied by the iconographic elements of her figures.  Porter’s festive patterns and literary 

iconographic figures privilege agrarian cycles, the passing of eras, and the workings of 

time that synthesize both abstractions and details.  

From a historical perspective, Porter writes fiction that simultaneously portrays 

the workings of change and maintains elements of continuity.  She treats the twentieth-

century’s Modernist Period as one of the major eras of change, similar to “the time of the 
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Renaissance and the Reformation” when a “vibrant tension affected ever more social 

strata” (Koselleck 264).  Porter presents stories set during the Mexican Revolution when 

the people of Mexico and countries around the world struggled over who would wield 

political power as the remnants of nineteenth-century imperialism loosened its grip.  

From the American West, Porter’s stories depict the waning of an agrarian way of life 

and the encroachment of urban influences.  Recalling the vast migrations from countries 

across the world, Porter tells the story of United States immigrant Rosaleen living as an 

exile, cut off from her people and her native Irish homeland.  Yet Porter’s narrative 

patterns counter Koselleck’s position that since the Renaissance Period the future’s 

“horizon of expectation had become detached from all that previous experience had to 

offer” (267).  Rather than such a profound disruption, Porter cultivates an alternate sense 

of historical consciousness developed through exposure to the philosophy of Gamio and 

Boas who found both continuity and differences among the cultural artifacts gathered 

from the layered strata of archeological digs.  

Within her narratives exhibiting a strong historical consciousness, Porter 

juxtaposes multiple ideological perspectives and places them in various increments of 

chronological time on planet Earth.  Analyzing Porter’s stories according to White’s 

criteria in Metahistory reveals her use of numerous modes of Emplotment, Argument, 

and Ideological Implication as well as variations of his tropes.  Porter inserts these 

linguistic devices in her stories’ structure which conveys different aspects of time: the 

daily, the seasonal, the change of leaders, and the change of eras.  The unfolding of one 

day into another appears in the “Flowering Judas” narrative of Laura who “stops every 

day to hear the blind boy playing his reed-flute” and delays returning to her home “for 
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Braggioni is there almost every night” (CS 90).  Yearly seasons pass in Noon Wine as 

Helton spread folk carnival’s “manure from the barns, and worked it in, in the fall, and 

the vegetables were coming up fine and full” the following spring and summer (CS 237).  

The rise and fall of cultural leaders—or festive pattern king figures—appear in the dying 

of pioneer matriarch Granny from “The Jilting of Granny Weatherall.”  Portraying the 

shifting of eras, Juan Diego leaves a Mexican Revolution battlefield where “[t]he field of 

war had unrolled itself, a long scroll of vexations, until the end had frayed out . . .” (CS 

10).  Accompanying these divisions of time in the narrative, Porter precisely records the 

kitchen tools and furniture, like the artifacts found in a stratum of an archeological dig 

and belonging to a particular culture in particular time and place.  All rhetoric and images 

embedded in the story capitulate to a relentless agrarian cycle and yield to an 

archeologist’s stratified version of passing time.  

Along with its rhetorical and historical dimensions, Porter’s literary structure 

contains artistic components that emerge through her adaption of artwork iconographic 

figures.  Frequently choosing iconographic figures with artwork counterparts, Porter 

follows the lead of Matisse and other early modernist painters whose works allusively 

“affirm their own contemporaneity by drawing attention to their transformation and 

juxtaposition of past styles” (EM 32-33).  What may be more significant, however, is the 

way Porter treats her characters as figures in relationship to the land.  Clustered in 

vignettes across a landscape, nestled in a domestic scene, or merging with their 

surroundings, Porter’s characters often strike poses found in medieval and renaissance 

paintings from Northern Europe.  Iconographically, these figures with their caricature-

like traits carry one or two identifying motifs, as in the case of Granny whose old age and 
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Central Texas farm identify her as a pioneer woman.  Furthermore, these literary 

iconographic figures function as types involved in scenic moments and narrative action 

that connect in some way to the same or a similar literary or artwork image in another 

narrative not written by Porter.  The multiple stories about Rosaleen in Ireland and her 

name alluding back to narratives and artwork featuring Mary and Eve provide a prime 

example.  In her works, Porter presents characters whom she implies prefigure the 

characters to be developed by other writers in the future. 

The influence of art appears more subtly in Porter’s festive patterns.  On one 

level, the folk carnival motifs in Porter’s stories match the festive motifs found in the late 

medieval artwork and especially the Bruegel paintings that Porter cherishes.  On another 

level, Porter exploits folk carnival’s unique property as standing on the intersection 

between art and life.  The images appear not only in artwork but also in festive folk 

practices that themselves mimic the patterns of nature.  If indeed as Wilde’s Vivian 

declares “Nature. . . imitates Art” whereby the artist teaches the viewer what to notice in 

nature (Artist 320), so too folk festive conventions copy images and act out patterns from 

nature.  Moreover, the literary images and patterns are conveyed by the “folk” and the 

culture, not simply an autonomous artist.  Influenced as she is by contemporary 

anthropology, Porter calls attention to art as a cultural artifact, not only destined for its 

end as part of the festive pattern’s life-death-rebirth cycle but also marking time like the 

artifacts found in the strata of Earth. 

Porter’s choice of iconographic figures and festive patterns from artwork to 

inform her own fiction present a version of tradition that is dynamic rather than static. 

Her structure reinforces her focus of the workings of hopeful change for the individual, 
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the culture, and fiction itself.  The figures working iconographically point to change in 

the individual and artistic figures whether they be an indigenous María from Mexico, the 

immigrant Rosaleen from Ireland, or the dairy farmer Thompson from Central Texas.  

Typologically these figures relying on the past for their full significance are the ancestors 

of figures to come.  Porter’s folk carnival marked by regional banquet food points to the 

change worked upon a culture and its king figures like the corrupt revolutionary leader 

Braggioni.  The arts dear to Porter face their changes, too, in the death of Rubén and the 

illness of Miranda.  The link to the past couple with change points to a vision of tradition 

as dynamic rather than static. As much as Granny and Miranda rely upon past cultural 

figures for their own images, Granny and Miranda anticipate literary characters that 

borrow from their motifs and narratives.  

The realistic details project a strong artistic element.  A core question guiding this 

analysis of Porter’s structure is the search for any link between Porter’s “one fixed desire: 

to be a good artist” and the frequent praise of her fiction’s beauty among critics, 

including Harold Bloom who calls her “a supreme stylist among story writers” (L 189; 1).  

Using some of art historian Gombrich’s terminology, Porter’s central standard or norm in 

her fiction is the realistic portrayal of a setting and situation, demonstrated by her 

identification of particular cultural artifacts and accurate details from the locale.  Even 

considering the subtle folk carnival grotesqueries found in her literary iconographic 

figures, Porter sacrifices only minimally the “feeling of order” in the structure of her 

story to accomplish the “correctness of design” found in her precise details (94).  In this 

way, Porter resembles the Northern European artists who slightly sacrificed elements of 

composition to accentuate the highly contoured details in their landscape paintings 
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produced during the Late Medieval and Renaissance Period.   Her folk carnival patterns 

contains strong elements of realism in the line of Rabelais, whose “images link the 

immeasurable breadth of folk universalism with concreteness, individuality, and with a 

detailed presentation of living actuality” (R 438).  

Porter’s renowned craftsmanship relies in no small part upon her ability to exploit 

the multilayered, sometimes competing effects of images in a believable manner.  

Realistic images associated with the folk carnival process may accentuate the distress of 

the individual caught in cultural shifts depicted in the plot’s narrative, but these same 

realistic details simultaneously convey a hope in the future through the continuity of 

images and artifacts which include the figures themselves.  Anticipating the persistence 

of human folly and death across the ages, Porter’s literary structure also forecasts a 

change that anticipates new possibilities for writers and artists.  In the literary 

iconographic figures and festive patterns of Porter’s fiction, loss and opportunity arrive 

together as time unfolds.  
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