ABSTRACT

Blessed Wounding: The Theological Import of Paratactic Style
in Flannery O’Connor’s Fiction and Hebrew Narrative

Rachel Toombs, Ph.D.

Mentor: Ralph C. Wood, Ph.D.

This dissertation explores the theological connection between narrations of God’s
wounding blessing and the paratactic style of Hebrew narrative and Flannery O’Connor’s
fiction. This connection is evidenced in the wounding of patriarch Jacob in Gen 32 and
the self-blinding of protagonist Hazel Motes in Wise Blood. In both cases, the climactic
moments are rendered without syntactical clues to their meaning. At once bewildered and
enticed, readers are left to interpret the terrifying character of divine action without
narratival help. Centrally, I argue that sparely narrated encounters with grace fittingly
illustrate the theological claim that God’s blessings sometimes also wound. I capture the
spare paratactic style that contributes to Flannery O’Connor’s distinctive literary voice by
drawing out Flannery O’Connor’s style in two ways: through an examination of her
revisions to Wise Blood in consultation with her writing mentor Caroline Gordon and
exploring the qualities her style shares with biblical Hebrew poetics. I then turn to
instances of narrating wounding blessings in Jacob and Hazel, transposing the distinctive

feature of biblical Hebrew narrative—the wayyigtol—onto Wise Blood’s climactic



moment. Finally, after establishing O’Connor’s spare style, I return to the theological
theme of wounding blessing to demonstrate how spare style invites readers into their own
encounters with grace analogous to the vulnerability found in prayer. The relationship
between the way a story is rendered and its impact on readers demonstrates the value of
literature not only for thematically addressing theological truths but also as cultivating a

posture for divine encounter.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

The Difficulty of Flannery O’Connor’s Fiction

O’Connor’s most well-known short story, “A Good Man is Hard to Find,”
narrates a family road trip to Florida turned blood-bath when their car careens off the
road and into a ditch only to be welcomed by an escaped convict and his two cronies. As
the family is methodically sent off into the woods to be shot, the convict Misfit and
proper-lady grandmother are foregrounded at the side of the road discussing, of all things,
Jesus Christ. The story abruptly comes to climactic end when the grandmother reaches
tenderly toward the Misfit only to receive three swift shots to the chest with the Misfit’s
disconcerting proclamation: “She would of been a good woman...if it had been
somebody there to shoot her every minute of her life” (CW, 153). While unsettling, “A
Good Man is Hard to Find” is also humorous, leaving readers unnerved at the end of a
horrific story that made them laugh out loud as much, if not more than, lament.' The play
between humor and violence appears throughout O’Connor’s writing leaving readers
unsure whether to laugh or cry, or both. O’Connor’s style of storytelling does not make it
any easier for readers, as it characteristically fails to explain, justify, or remedy the acts of

violence that often and suddenly erupt in the stories’ climaxes.

"In fact, a recording of O’Connor reading “A Good Man is Hard to Find” is available online and the
audible giggles of the crowd heighten the play of the comic and tragic in the story:
https://youtu.be/sQT7y4L5aKU.




O’Connor’s fiction frequently puzzles readers for two primary reasons: its strange
style of narrating climactic moments without recourse to cause or motive, and its peculiar
use of violence as a means of redemption. While some critics celebrate O’Connor’s spare
climactic narrations and use of violence as key aspects of her distinctive quality as a
fiction writer, others identify these same qualities as deficiencies and distractions from
otherwise powerful stories.” Rowan Williams picks up on these two disparate responses
to the discomfiting effect of O’Connor’s storytelling: “O’Connor deliberately confuses
our sympathies in ways that not every critic seems to recognise... We are not given a
stable judgement in the way the story is told.”” As Williams highlights, these
destabilizing narratives prevent readers from reducing O’Connor’s stories to formulaic
meaning even as they also invite them to go deeper. Readers must inhabit the world of
the text rather than reach easy conclusions that leave them disengaged from the stories.
Just as the characters are confronted with the ironic truth “that the gift of life is the gift of
daily ‘terror’, the terror of being aware of reality in the light of God,” readers too must be
so confronted through O’Connor’s violent and difficult narrative style if they hope to
grapple with her stories.”

In this dissertation, I will demonstrate that O’Connor’s recourse to grotesque
action and spare paratactic narration in climactic moments offers a profound fictional

embodiment of the theological truth that God’s blessing is often a wounding that blesses.

2 Among those who identify O’Connor’s style as detrimental are Joann Halleran McMullen and Sarah
Gordon, discussed later in this chapter.

* Rowan Williams, Grace and Necessity: Reflections on Art and Love (Harrisburg, PA: Bloomsbury
Academic, 2006), 123.

* Williams, Grace and Necessity, 121.



I will also show that this surprising integration of skeletal style and disturbing violence is
not unique to O’Connor. On the contrary, it may help illumine her deep saturation in the
narrative world of Scripture. As I will demonstrate, biblical Hebrew narrative often
employs similar means of narrating events, requiring readers to discern for themselves
how characters are similarly wounded in their blessing and blessed in their wounding.
These inferential demands on readers opens them up to an analogous sort of wounding

and blessing.

Parataxis and the Difficulty of Reading

Parataxis characterizes the bare style of O’Connor’s fiction. Rather than
hypotactically—deriving from the Greek hypo “below” and faxis “arrangement”—
narrating events where subordinate clauses modify the main clause, O’Connor’s fiction
paratactically—the Greek para “side-by-side” contrasts to hypo “below”—unfolds events
without frequent modifying clauses.

Both O’Connor’s fiction and biblical Hebrew narrative employ parataxis for
narrating the fierce climacterics of their stories. Parataxis is characterized by its spare
form of storytelling, without overt description or explanations of motive and cause. It
entails gapped narration where independent clauses are linked together without obvious
causal connection. The hypotactic style of “telling rather than showing,” by contrast,
makes subordinate clauses and phrases fall below the main sentence-line to explain such

causal links.” The heightened textual silence in paratactic narration requires readers to

> In Understanding Fiction, Cleanth Brooks Jr. and Robert Penn Warren distinguish “telling” from
“rendering” characters as the former features “direct presentation...with rather flat and typical characters”
while the latter employs indirect characterization, so as to renders characters “humanly credible” (Cleanth
Brooks Jr. and Robert Penn Warren, Understanding Fiction, Second Edition [NY: Appleton-Century-



infer unspoken connections within the gaps.® Narrative critic Meier Sternberg notes that
when “the narrative become[s] an obstacle course... reading turns into a drama of
understanding—conflict between inferences, seesawing, reversal, discovery, and all. The
only knowledge perfectly acquired is the knowledge of our limitations.”” Paratactic
narration pushes readers toward a confrontation with their own interpretive limits through
such dynamic interactions with the text.

Though Flannery O’Connor had no knowledge of biblical Hebrew and drew no
direct influence from its style of narration, I will argue that the presence of paratactic
narration in the stories of both Flannery O’Connor and biblical Hebrew offers a particular
kind of reading experience that results in a wounding blessing. This paradoxical result, I
shall argue, can be most clearly seen in two climactic moments: in the Genesis narration
of Jacob’s wrestling with the angel-man and also in Hazel Motes’s self-blinding in
O’Connor’s Wise Blood.

As Ralph Wood astutely observes, grace sits at the center of O’Connor’s fiction:

“The conviction that the ultimate issue of our lives depends on our own reception or

Crofts, 1959], 169-70). Using O’Connor’s “A Good Man is Hard to Find” as an example, Brooks and
Warren emphasize that rendering (showing) rather than telling makes even such perverse of characters as
the Misfit relate to the broader reading audience, showing even the most out-of-bound characters of story
have “a large human significance” (170). The best way to render a character, the authors of Understanding
Fiction note, is through dialogue, noting that “the use of speech is a rich resource for dramatic
presentation” (171). Yet the artistic rendering of these characters must retain their own integrity: “An
obvious test of fiction then is that the motives and actions of its characters are rendered coherent. It is the
glory of fiction that the great artists have been able to render coherent so many strange and out-of-the-way,
often apparently self-contradictory, examples of human nature” (173).

® Such terms as “gapped,” “spare,” “lean,” and “skeletal” will serve as synonyms for the paratactic
means of storytelling that lacks abundant causal connections and narrative detail.

" Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of Reading,
Second Edition (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1987), 47.



rejection of God’s grace is the central premise of Flannery O’Connor’s work.”
O’Connor powerfully narrates her protagonists’ reception or rejection of grace. For
characters and readers alike, such violence-laden moments of redemption reflect the
strange theological truth that grace can feel more like a tyrant than a healer. As O’Connor
herself noted, “human nature vigorously resists grace because grace changes us and the
change is painful” (HB, 307). O’Connor makes a similar judgment elsewhere: “This
notion that grace is healing omits the fact that before it heals, it cuts with the sword Christ
said he came to bring” (CW, 411). Thus do O’Connor’s stories and certain biblical
Hebrew narratives confront readers with the terrifying grace of God through the violent
action of redemption.

To recognize the similarities in narrative style requires a knowledge not only of
the themes and literary devices evident in English translations of the Bible, but also an
awareness of a key feature of Old Testament narrative that is available only in the
Hebrew text: the wayyigtol. The wayyigtol effects a gapped narration that requires readers
to infer meaning from narrative silences. I will demonstrate that in the climactic moments
of O’Connor stories and Hebrew narrative pericopes—paratactically narrated moments of
what Williams calls “reality in the light of God”—the storytellers make a similar use of a
gapped narrative style.” While she knew nothing of Hebrew syntax, O’Connor’s stories

are full of stark sentences that, as she confessed, make her characters’ “fictional qualities

¥ Ralph C. Wood, The Comedy of Redemption: Christian Faith & Comic Vision in Four American
Novelists (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1991), 90.

? Throughout this dissertation I am arguing for similarity, not sameness, in style. The narrative styles
found in biblical Hebrew narrative and O’Connor’s fiction do not function at all times exactly the same.
Nor I am arguing that the parataxis found in these two narrative types is unique. Instead, I am drawing out
the theme of wounding and blessing as it is illuminated in and through paratactic narration in both
O’Connor’s fiction and biblical Hebrew narrative.



lean away from typical social patterns, toward mystery and the unexpected” (MM, 40).
O’Connor’s plain sentences become most jarring when they describe grotesque characters
performing outrageous but unexplained deeds. As in biblical Hebrew narrative, readers
are forced to fill in the explanatory gap for themselves, so as to stress the mysterious and
unexpected quality of divine action and human response. In O’Connor’s fiction and many
biblical Hebrew stories, readers encounter meaning and significance precisely by means

of a peculiar narrative style, as the sow undergirds and enables the what.

Tools and Resources

This dissertation engages across disciplines—from literature to biblical studies,
philosophy to theology—in order to draw out the theological significance and impact of
paratactic style. Narrative criticism will serve as the lens through which I link the shared
gapped narrative style in Hebrew narrative and O’Connor’s fiction. This dissertation is
neither an essay in biblical criticism nor theological construction, but rather a theological
interpretation of Flannery O’Connor’s narrative style illumined by the similar stylistic
effect found in Hebrew narrative.

In addition to analyzing O’Connor’s stories in their final form—primarily Wise
Blood, but making use of others—I also reference her drafted stories available in the
O’Connor archive collection at Georgia College and State University in Milledgeville, as
well as archive material at Emory University’s Manuscripts and Rare Books Library
(MARBL), which houses the “Flannery O’Connor Collection” and “Sally Fitzgerald

Letters.” The MARBL collections also include material pertaining to Caroline Gordon,



who was both an advocate of the New Criticism as well as O’Connor’s writing mentor,

. . . . 10
having made extensive recommendations about O’Connor’s drafted stories.

Background

Since the second half of the twentieth-century, the distinctive features of biblical
Hebrew narrative have received increased attention.'' Notably, Robert Alter’s influential
The Art of Biblical Narrative emphasizes the importance of attending to the style of
Hebrew narrative, particularly in the use of direct speech and narrative silence. Alter
argues that the narrator’s choice to forego omniscient knowledge while relying heavily on
direct speech constitutes a theological choice because narrative style serves a mediatory
role between God and readers.'” In a later work, Pen of Iron: American Prose and the
King James Bible, Alter contends that many modern translations of the Bible often
abandon the King James Version’s superb reflection of Hebraic parataxis.'> Parataxis,

Alter argues, leaves open causal connections in the narratives so that they “swarm with

' A hint at the richness of material found in Gordon and O’Connor’s relationship, notably related to
choices of narrative style, can be found in Sally Fitzgerald’s “A Master Class: From the Correspondence of
Caroline Gordon and Flannery O’Connor.” The discourse reveals an acute tension between O’Connor’s
spare style and the influence of Gordon on her narrative choices. Cf. Sally Fitzgerald, “A Master Class:
From the Correspondence of Caroline Gordon and Flannery O’Connor,” The Georgia Review 33 (1979):
827-46.

' Significant works on biblical narrative and biblical poetics more broadly include: Meir Sternberg,
The Poetics of Biblical Narrative; Adele Berlin, Poetics and Interpretation of Biblical Narrative (Winona
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1994); Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, 2nd
edition (London: Routledge, 2002); Michael Fishbane, Biblical Text and Texture: A Literary Reading of
Selected Texts (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 1998); Shimon Bar-Efrat, Narrative Art in the Bible
(London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2004); Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative, 2nd edition (NY:
Basic Books, 2011).

12 Alter, Biblical Narrative, 155-57.

3 Robert Alter, Pen of Iron: American Prose and the King James Bible (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2010), 41.



possibilities.”'* Sternberg identifies the same paratactic style as a non-didactic means of
biblical storytelling that pushes readers towards their own limits and avoids sentimentally
moralistic readings of the texts."

While the influence of the Old Testament on O’Connor’s fiction is well-attested
in O’Connor criticism, their similarities in style are either overlooked entirely or lack a
robust understanding of the poetics of Old Testament narrative. By employing such a
poetics, I stand with Sternberg’s insistence that to speak of a poetics of biblical narrative
is to focus on narrative as communication and not simply a “listing of so-called forms
and devices and configuration,” for “our primary business as readers is to make purposive
sense of it, so as to explain the what’s and the how’s in terms of the why’s of
communication.”'® Sternberg’s biblical poetics attends to the form of storytelling in order
to draw out potential meaning from story.

The commonplace comparison between O’Connor’s fiction and the Old
Testament is grounded in O’Connor’s own insistence that prophetic vision is a function
of the imagination, for it allows the writer to have an uncanny discernment of divine
mercy as it is often veiled within horrifically violent events. O’Connor writes of the
expansive and imaginative function of prophetic vision in a 1959 letter to Cecil Dawkins:
“According to St. Thomas, prophetic vision is not a matter of seeing clearly, but of seeing

what is distant, hidden. The Church’s vision is prophetic vision; it is always widening the

' Alter, Pen of Iron, 134. Alter identifies the paratactic style in Hebrew narrative’s employment of the
wayyiqtol, which he identifies as the waw-consecutive. More detailed analysis of the use of terms wayyigto!
and waw-consecutive will be discussed in Chapter Four on “The Function of the Wayyigtol” (121-25).

1 Sternberg, Poetics of Biblical Narrative, 37-47.

16 Sternberg, Poetics of Biblical Narrative, 2, 1.



view” (HB, 365) She also links her use of the concrete and grotesque with the expanding
vision of the prophet, for “[t]he prophet is a realist of distances, and it is this kind of
realism that you find in the best modern instances of the grotesque” (MM, 44). Jordan
Cofer’s 2014 work, The Gospel According to Flannery O’Connor: Examining the Role of
the Bible in Flannery O’Connor’s Fiction, is one of the few full-length studies of the
connection between O’Connor and the Old Testament.'” He asserts that O’Connor adopts
the unrelenting directness of Old Testament prophets: “O’Connor was shouting to have
her message heard, as her religious and artistic ambitions intersected within these

18 Yet, Cofer turns O’Connor’s work into fictional

startling figures found in her fiction.
illustrations of theological convictions that could just as well have been stated

discursively, quite apart from their inextricable twining of meaning and manner.'” Cofer

fails not only to note the stylistic similarities between O’Connor’s fiction and certain

17 Jordan Cofer, The Gospel According to Flannery O’Connor: Examining the Role of the Bible in
Flannery O’Connor’s Fiction (NY: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014). In this work, Cofer argues that
O’Connor makes use of Scripture in three ways: 1) retelling biblical stories; 2) illustrating redemption
through violence; and 3) startling readers by allowing them to feel the full impact of redemption.

J. Ramsey Michaels’ Passing by the Dragon: The Biblical Tales of Flannery O ’Connor (Eugene, OR:
Cascade Books, 2013) focuses similarly on the biblical motifs in O’Connor stories, citing examples of
biblical themes present in many of O’Connor’s stories. John R. May’s The Pruning Word: The Parables of
Flannery O’Connor (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1976) argues that O’Connor’s
stories function like parables in the way they interpret and render judgment on readers—but by suggesting
apt analogies rather than employing startling narrative methods.

18 Cofer, Gospel According to O ’Connor, 5, italics his.

' Works that discursively demonstrate O’Connor’s theological convictions in her writing: Melvin J.
Friedman and Lewis A. Lawson, eds., The Added Dimension: The Art and Mind of Flannery O’Connor
(NY: Fordham University Press, 1977). Karl-Heinz Westarp, Realist of Distances: Flannery O Connor
Revisited (Aarhus, Denmark: Aarhus University Press, 1987). John Byars, “Prophecy and Apocalyptic in
the Fiction of Flannery O’Connor,” Flannery O’Connor Bulletin 16 (1987): 34—42; Robert H. Jr
Brinkmeyer, The Art and Vision of Flannery O’Connor (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
1989); Ralph C. Wood, Flannery O ’Connor and the Christ-Haunted South (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2005); John D. Sykes Jr., Flannery O’Connor, Walker Percy, and the Aesthetic
of Revelation (Columbia, MO: University of Missouri, 2007); L. Lamar Nisly, Wingless Chickens, Bayou
Catholics, and Pilgrim Wayfarers: Constructions of Audience and Tone in O’Connor, Gautreaux, and
Percy (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 2011).



Hebrew narratives, he also misses their shared underlying premise—namely, that divine
destruction is meant to enable human restoration.

O’Connor’s overall narrative style leaves some critics wanting. Among the more
severe critics of Flannery O’Connor’s writing style, Joann Halleran McMullen argues
that O’Connor’s “show, don’t tell” narrative approach leaves readers ill-equipped to
connect the meaning in the stories to Christian belief. The lack of telling in O’Connor’s
fiction seems likely to lead readers astray from her intended meaning, McMullen blames

O’Connor’s narrative style: “readers are often compelled into a non-Catholic, and yes,

9520

sometimes even anti-Catholic reading of her fiction.””” McMullen bemoans that

O’Connor’s aim to draw readers towards the mystery of the Incarnation often fails.
Readers must be coached to navigate O’Connor’s “stylistic techniques of annihilation” to
avoid an anti-Catholic misreading:*'

By keeping her characters largely unspecified, and by focusing on ambiguous or
neutral pronoun references or indefinite noun referents such as ‘the girl,’
O’Connor disengages herself from her characters, who are theologically important
only as instruments through which God works. This stylistic technique seems to
defeat her intense personal desire to deliver an audience antagonistic to a loving,
caring, Catholic God into the religious society she feels they have rejected.
Despite her detailed glosses, her language guides her readers away from her
theological designs. The reader might rightly ask where is the linguistic message
reinforcing the Christian directive ‘do unto others’ or love of thy sister/brother, or
that even the least of us is loved by God.”*

*% Joann Halleran McMullen, Writing Against God : Language as Message in the Literature of
Flannery O’Connor (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1998), 8.

2! McMullen, Writing Against God, 9.

** McMullen, Writing Against God, 17. McMullen’s contention stands in opposition to the argument at
the heart of this dissertation, despite our shared recognition of the distinctively paratactic style of
O’Connor’s narration. In Chapter Three, I explore the key features of biblical poetics, including
characterization. As in O’Connor’s stories, biblical Hebrew narrative leaves abundant room for inference
regarding the key characteristics of the figures in the story. Whereas McMullen deems this spare quality as
a detriment, I argue its benefit as a means of the often-painful work of grace in readers.
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One of the most prominent examples of what McMullen describes as O’Connor’s
annihilating techniques is her use of spare and direct sentences: “O’Connor’s sentence
structure through her fiction often follows the same predictable pattern of beginning with
subject-verb sentence construction with simple declarative sentences most prevalent.
While O’Connor does employ complex sentences in her fiction simple sentences by far
predominate.”* This simplicity in form places substantial demands on readers to discern
(or not) the divine Mystery present within the spare narrative. McMullen summarizes her
work as paradoxically holding together O’Connor’s religious convictions and her refusal
to turn art into a proposition.”* Yet McMullen fails to see that this seemingly oppositional
relationship between theological didacticism and narrative presentation allows readers a
wide net when interpreting O’Connor’s stories.

In a scathing review, Sally Fitzgerald—O’Connor’s longtime friend and editor of
O’Connor’s posthumous works and letters—pinpoints the danger of speaking of
O’Connor’s theological beliefs and narrative style as standing in opposition to one
another as a sort of cheap and sentimental game to trip up readers:

McMullen's inquest would reduce a unique literary legacy to a mere literary

curiosity, the product of a mean-spirited writer's solitary game, its contents of no

real interest to the reader, except possibly as a demonstration of an immense but
fundamentally wasted writing talent; or if not that, the sad spectacle of that talent,
however great, revealed as having lacked a governing intelligence able to put it to

its owner's intended use, and therefore inadvertently directed to the service of a

diametrically opposed purpose. Given such a choice of mounts, this reviewer
proposes to walk.*

» McMullen, Writing Against God, 10.
** McMullen, Writing Against God, 141.

** Sally Fitzgerald, “McMullen’s Choice: A Recent Appraisal of Flannery O’Connor,” Religion and the
Arts 2 (1998): 528.
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Fitzgerald thus refuses to accept McMullen’s premise that O’Connor sought to make a
sentimental game of her fiction. My proposal in this dissertation is rather the opposite of
McMullen’s despite the shared recognition of O’Connor’s distinctive story-telling:
O’Connor’s spare literary style makes significant interpretive demands of the reader,
which fittingly narrates the equally difficult wounding that often accompanies blessing.

Sarah Gordon, in Flannery O’Connor: The Obedient Imagination, attributes the
spare and extreme form of O’Connor’s style in her aim to write like a man because she
was artistically dominated by her patriarchal Catholicism: O’Connor “seems as imbued
with the threat of the female, of those ‘scribbling women’ decried by Hawthorne, as her
male predecessors and model.” Gordon continues, “This stance reveals at least an
unconscious decision that, I believe, accounts for the disturbing quality of O’Connor’s
fiction—that is to say, the toughness of the narrative style and subject matter and the
boldness of vision.”*® Gordon blames O’Connor obedience (possibly unconscious) to the
male-dominated Roman Catholic Church as the cause of her bare narrative style.
Gordon’s gendered interpretation of O’Connor’s paratactic style of narration
problematizes rather than celebrates it, as if hypotactic style were somehow “feminine.”

Donald Hardy was the first critic to pay extensive attention to the technical
qualities of O’Connor’s style. *” He compares the linguistic patterns found in O’Connor’s
fiction to the Brown general fiction corpus, a database created in 1967, compiling

selections of current American English so as to provide a basis for lexical computational

*% Sarah Gordon, Flannery O’Connor: The Obedient Imagination (Athens, GA: University of Georgia
Press, 2003), 29-30.

*" Donald E. Hardy, Narrating Knowledge in Flannery O’Connor’s Fiction (Columbia, SC: University
of South Carolina Press, 2003).
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analysis. Hardy employs these computational statistics to identify the essential features of
O’Connor’s fiction, emphasizing the frequent use of independent clauses, including a
heavy reliance on coordinate conjunctions. Hardy also highlights O’Connor’s above
average use of negation (e.g., “not” and “-n’t”) as well as her use of gerundive
complements (e.g., “seeing,” “knowing”). Hardy thus confirms the unique quality of
O’Connor’s style, but he fails to link it to her theological vision.

Frederick Asals emphasizes the stylistic extremes that O’Connor employs to push
her characters towards all or nothing responses to God’s demands on them.*® Asals notes
that the “very leanness” of O’Connor’s two novels, when set against the “heftier works”
of many of her contemporaries, demonstrates O’Connor’s “deliberate limitation of
form.”* Her “sharply economical style,” Asals argues, conveys “bright but bare images”
that produce a dramatic effect,’” as her spare syntax intensifies the focus and impact of
her characters and their actions.’’

Yet no one has thus far coupled O’Connor’s paratactic style with the revelatory

power of the wayyiqtol in biblical Hebrew narrative. In this dissertation, I will

*% Frederick Asals, Flannery O’Connor: The Imagination of Extremity (Athens, GA: University of
Georgia Press, 1986).

¥ Asals, Imagination of Extremity, 160.

3% Asals, Imagination of Extremity, 20. Asals goes on to note that in Wise Blood we find a maturing of
her narrative style over her earliest unpublished prose, for the novel has “a greater economy of notation, a
flatter, sharper rhythm, and an expansion in suggestiveness” (21).

3! Asals identifies the force of O’Connor’s style in the “dynamics of opposition” within the human
person, as seen in St. Augustine’s Confessions, noting that “the essential cast of her imagination was far
more Augustinian than Thomistic” (Asals, Imagination of Extremity, 200). In St. Thomas, Asals recognizes
a traditional form of Catholic humanism where the faith-reason synthesis rather than opposition and
paradox marks the human person. Asals surmises that because O’Connor’s location was within the
Protestant South, Augustine—a figure prominent in both Catholic and Protestant tradition—played a more
central role in O’Connor’s character formation and expression than Thomas Aquinas (Asals, Imagination of
Extremity, 201).
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demonstrate that the two narrative styles undergird a basic theological conviction shared
by the ancient biblical narrator and the modern fiction writer alike: stories that embody
divine wounding and blessing require readers’ involvement in discerning the subtlety of
paratactic narration. The gapped narrative style, with its ambiguous and abrupt qualities,
invites readers to plumb the depths of meaning within a story, confronting not only the
characters but themselves in their encounter with the grace which, as O’Connor famously

said, must wound before it can heal.

Structure of the Task
This dissertation begins and ends with the awareness of a divine blessing that

wounds through the gifting of grace. Chapters Two and Six thus serve as bookends to the
intermediary chapters that illumine the distinctive features and impact of paratactic style.
Chapter Two establishes the interplay of wounding and blessing. Rowan Williams attends
to the theological relationship of wounding and blessing in The Wound of Knowledge.””
As we shall see, Williams identifies “readiness to be questioned, judged, stripped naked
and left speechless” as central to the faith of the saints.”> The movement of conversion is
a movement from self-dependence to self-surrender that confronts the human ego and
demands that it be crucified. No turn from self to God can occur without such conflict.

Williams, in his later Clark Lectures on O’Connor, identifies O’Connor’s use of extreme

irony as the means of making visible and concrete the painful and unexpected undoing

32 Rowan Williams, Wound of Knowledge: Christian Spirituality from the New Testament to Saint John
of the Cross, 2nd rev. ed. (Cambridge, MA: Cowley Publications, 1991).

* Williams, Wound of Knowledge, 11.

14



that redemption requires.”* After establishing the interplay between wounding and
blessing, this chapter illustrates the theological effect of making narratively visible the
wounding blessing in Hazel Motes’s grotesque act of self-blinding and Jacob’s
permanent limp after his night-time wrestling with a messenger of God.

Chapter Three examines the relationship between O’Connor and her writing
mentor, Caroline Gordon, to illumine the particularities of O’Connor’s narrative style.
While Gordon continually insisted that O’Connor should have added descriptive sinew to
her skeletal narration, O’Connor refused to heed her mentor’s advice: she continually
produced spare literary works that make significant interpretive demands of readers.
Through a focused investigation of Gordon’s suggestions for final revisions to Wise
Blood alongside O’Connor’s editorial revisions, I will show how O’Connor’s distinctive
stylistic choices at times stand in stark contrast to Gordon’s advice. Despite Gordon’s
dogged insistence that O’Connor abandon her parataxis for more hypotactic description,
O’Connor retains her spare style throughout her writing career. Gordon fails to recognize
the interpretive work of narrative gaps, most especially in narrating divine activity within
the created order.

Chapter Four moves from O’Connor to biblical Hebrew narrative by identifying
key features of biblical poetics, notably characterization, repetition, and pacing. This
chapter plays a crucial role in providing ample foundation for the more explicit stylistic
comparison between O’Connor and biblical Hebrew narrative in the subsequent chapter.
The summary of key narrative features serves as the foundation for my identification of

biblical narrative as a gapped style of narration through the use of the wayyigtol form.

M Williams, Grace and Necessity, 101.

15



This chapter includes a close look at the history of scholarship and function of the
wayyiqtol in Hebrew narrative. The narrative play the wayyigtol introduces offers readers
what Sternberg identifies as “the distance between the truth and the whole truth.”*> This
distance encompasses the minimal truth of the text, which is easily accessible through the
information provided, and the whole truth that is available partially, though never
comprehensively, to readers through inference.

Chapter Five extends the close reading of Hebrew narrative through an
examination of the function of the wayyigtol in Jacob’s wrestling with the angel-man
(Gen 32:23-33). By establishing the literary impact of the wayyigtol in Gen 32, this
reading serves as a pivotal case study to demonstrate the similarities in style between
ancient Hebrew narrative and O’Connor’s fiction. The similarities are evident through a
parallel reading of the wrestling match in Gen 32 and Wise Blood’s climactic scene,
which ends in the protagonist Hazel Motes’s self-blinding. In both narratives,
independent clauses function to intensify the drama of events and invite readers to infer
supernatural grace from both the violent (Gen 32) and grotesque (Wise Blood) climactic
pericopes. The transposition of the wayyigtol onto the narrated events of Wise Blood
accentuates the similarities in style.

Chapter Six strengthens the impact of the shared gapped narrative style in biblical
Hebrew narrative and O’Connor’s fiction by exploring how the reading event itself can

both wound and bless. Paratactic style inflicts what Jean-Louis Chrétien calls a “wound

33 Sternberg, Poetics of Biblical Narrative, 235.
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of humility,” as in Gen 32’s wounding of Jacob by the angel-man.*® Because reading is a
performance that requires readers to invest themselves in the meaning produced, readers
engage with narrations concerning the awareness of “reality in the light of God” in
Hebrew narrative and O’Connor’s stories—represented respectively in Gen 32 and Wise
Blood—in ways that require humility, particularly when such engagement is divinely
wounding.”” Using the analogue of the vulnerability and wounding often present in
prayer, I demonstrate the ways that readers are themselves at risk of the terrifying
knowledge of “reality in the light of God.” Paratactic storytelling deeply involves readers
in producing meaning in such a way that not only the characters but also the readers
themselves are exposed to the wounding effect of blessing.

Chapter Seven, the concluding chapter, summarizes the development of the
dissertation’s thesis and specific kinds of blessed reading wounds available to readers of

the paratactic narration found specifically in Flannery O’Connor’s work.

Significance of the Project
The theological reflection on O’Connor’s paratactic style argued in this

dissertation offers new insight into the interpretive impact of O’Connor’s fiction. By

3% Jean-Louis Chrétien, Hand to Hand: Listening to the Work of Art, trans. Stephen E. Lewis,
Perspectives in Continental Philosophy (NY: Oxford University Press USA, 2003), 4.

37 In this chapter, I make use of Wolfgang Iser’s philosophical exploration of the reading event. Iser
emphasizes the role of the reader in narrative gap-filling. A gap is only adequately filled when the reader
actively participates with the text; a failed gap-filling is a one-sided approach where the reader’s
projections onto the gaps are unchanged by the text. Active participation requires that the reader be pushed
into the unfamiliar world of the text, and then mediate this foreign world with her own world. Thus, for Iser
the more gaps that need filling, the more readers must actively engage with the text to infer meaning. Cf.
Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1980).
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bringing together two disparate conversations—narrative criticism of the Hebrew Bible
with O’Connor scholarship—this dissertation presents a fresh look at what makes
O’Connor’s fiction not only distinctive but necessarily difficult for readers. O’Connor’s
use of paratactic narration fittingly recounts the mysterious place where the transcendent
meets the immanent and draws readers into the play of wounding and blessing, found in
protagonists such as Hazel Motes.

While the scope of this dissertation is limited to the paratactic style found in
O’Connor’s fiction illumined by biblical Hebrew narrative, two governing convictions
both undergird and are advanced through my more narrowly focused argument: 1) the
centrality of stories for forming a robust theological imagination, and 2) the recognition
that narrative style plays a vital role in a story’s interpretive impact. While propositions
play an essential role in theological investigation—evidenced in the ongoing work of
systematic and dogmatic theology—Christian theology is rooted in a cosmic story that
begins with creation and ends in renewed heavens and earth. The use of story in sacred
scripture demonstrates the profound impact stories offer by inviting readers to participate
imaginatively, not only assent propositionally, in the theological truths and questions that
both clarify and disturb our understanding of what it means to be finite and fallen human

beings before an infinitely good God.

Excursus: Attending to the Language of the “Violence” of Redemption
Language of wounding and violence in discussing God’s revelation and
redemption invites criticism that is worthy of pause and consideration. The most well-
represented critical position against Christian language of redemptive violence—centrally

located in the discussion of the atonement—is found within feminist criticism. The
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critique and resistance to Christian language of the atonement by feminist critics are
extensive, and therefore only a cursory evaluation can be provided here.

Anna Fisk’s Sex, Sin and Our Selves: Encounters in Feminist Theology and
Contemporary Women s Literature provides a helpful overview of feminist critiques of
the traditional Christian position of redemptive and violent suffering exemplified on the
cross—a position that this chapter has partially explored.”® The atonement theory of penal
substitution stands at the center of feminist critique. Penal substitution is most readily
identified with the Reformers but can be found in nascent form in the medieval
theologian Anselm of Canterbury in his Christological treatise Cur Deus Homo (“Why
God Became Man”). The central idea of penal substitution is that Christ was punished for
humanity’s sins against God: Christ vicariously received the judgment of the Father and
atoned for sins that were not his own. Fisk refers to penal substitution as “the most blunt-
edged version of Christian atonement theology,” which many feminist critics regard as

not only condoning violence against the innocent but also sacralizing it.*’

% Anna Fisk, Sex, Sin, and Our Selves: Encounters in Feminist Theology and Contemporary Women's
Literature (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2014), Chapter Four: “Suffering, Sacrifice, and Sin,” 104—
133.

%% Fisk, Sex, Sin, and Our Selves, 104. Fisk draws on the often-referenced essay “For God so Loved the
World?” by Joanne Carlson Brown and Rebecca Parker to illustrate the critique: “[a]t the center of Western
Christianity is the story of the cross, which claims God the Father required death of his Son to save the
world. We believe this theological claim sanctifies violence” (Brown and Parker, “For God so Loved the
World,” Joanne C. Brown and Carole R. Bohn, eds., Christianity, Patriarchy, and Abuse: A Feminist
Critiqgue [NY: Pilgrim Press, 1989], 26).

A further critique of making Christ’s suffering a model for the Christian life is found in Asian-Feminist
Sharon Bong’s concern over “‘violence of abstraction’” which pathologizes violence (e.g. women as
inherently weak because they are the most common recipients of violence). This danger is found in
“romanticizing and appropriating the narrative of subjected positions.” To avoid this danger, Bong argues
must involve narrating bodies that receive violence as capable of resistance and, more broadly, making the
systemic sin of the violence point towards transformation in the world (Sharon A. Bong, “The Suffering
Christ and the Asian Body,” Janet Martin Soskice and Diana Lipton, eds., Feminism and Theology [NY:
Oxford University Press, 2003], 359, 340).

1133
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Further, the creative work of feminist theologians who see in Christ’s suffering a
solidarity with the suffering of the female body illustrates how the violence against Christ
becomes sexual violence when the sufferer’s body is female rather than male.** Violence
against women in any age—undoubtedly including first-century Judea—is most often
found in domestic violence and sexual assault. In summarizing this work, Elizabeth
Bettenhausen encapsulates the re-gendering work of Christ’s suffering by asking: “Would

women ever imagine forming a religion around the rape of women?””*' To which Fisk

99942

(133

fiercely responds: “‘of course not: that would be horrendous.
Fisk pushes back against these criticisms not because they are unfounded, but
because they too simplistically reflect on the suffering of Christ and the suffering of
bodies, including female bodies. Fisk autobiographically reflects on how her own wounds
once brought about through self-mutilation: they “testify to the truth obvious to the point

»*3 Fisk raises the concern that while feminist critics

of banality: that suffering exists.
want to reject the valorization of violence with regard to the Crucifixion, in their zeal
they fail to deal realistically with the world and the bodies that inhabit it. In their idealism
of how the world should be, Fisk argues that these critics fall into nearly gnostic anti-
body tendencies: “[J]ust as the ontological reality of the suffering body is eschewed in

favor of an idealized, erotic body, so is the possibility of representing human, embodied

suffering as in any way divine. Yet, arguably, throughout the world and throughout

0 Fisk, Sex, Sin, and Our Selves, 106. A summary of these reimagined accounts are found in the
Foreword to Christianity, Patriarchy and Abuse.

*! Elizabeth Bettenhausen, “Foreword,” Christian, Patriarchy, and Abuse, xi.
42 Fisk, Sex, Sin, and Our Selves, 106.

43 Fisk, Sex, Sin, and Our Selves, 108.
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history, pain and suffering is not a distortion of human bodily experience: it is constitutive

244

of it.”™" Fisk worries that “a theology that refuses the representation of the wounded,

suffering body because it falls short of the feminist ideal of embodiment ... is unable to

honor how things actually are.”*

This worry brings us to Fisk’s central critique of the
critics who want to reject any veneration of the suffering body of Christ: “the feminist
deconstruction of the soteriological aspects of Christian theology ... [are] a detriment of a
real engagement with the complex and painful realities of the world.”*® Namely,
“theology would do better to attend to how things are, rather than how we want them to
be.”*” Christ’s suffering can be seen not as an idealization of violence but as a truthful
representation of the way of the world, a world that crucified Love.*®

The criticism Fisk identifies and to which she responds does not capture the range
of dangers in speaking of blessing and wounding in tandem. As a further example,
Rosemary Radford Ruether identifies the problematic gendered dichotomy that captures

much of the Christian tradition (and continues in many circles presently) in which pride

and anger serve as the pinnacle of vice and, as remedy, humility and self-denial capture

* Fisk, Sex, Sin, and Our Selves, 113, italics hers.
* Fisk, Sex, Sin, and Our Selves, 113, italics hers.
46 Fisk, Sex, Sin, and Our Selves, 104.
47 Fisk, Sex, Sin, and Our Selves, 104.

* In Resurrecting Wounds, Living in the Afterlife of Trauma, Shelly Rambo makes a similar response
to feminists who wish to dismiss the salvific significance of Christ’s suffering: “in turning away from
interpreting the cross redemptively, there is a danger in not theologizing suffering at all, in avoiding any
moves to narrate human suffering by way of the Christian story” Shelly Rambo, Resurrecting Wounds:
Living in the Afterlife of Trauma [Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press, 2017], 6). Later in her work,
Rambo draws out her critique of “feminist theology that flees from wounds” because it fails to take note of
the distinctive character of Christ’s transfiguring wounds: “The movement through death, through pain, is
not problematic in itself, but it needs to be reinscribed in Christian understanding. The reinscription via the
scar envisions shared flesh with marks. In its marking, it is also transfigured...The memory of suffering is
not there naked and exposed; it is protected, covered, and witnessed” (69).
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the center of virtue. While the truths of these claims may arguably be correct, the
patriarchy has twisted these virtues and vices to the detriment of women in many
Christian communities. Humility has been perversely twisted into a tool to subjugate
women by insisting that it is virtuous for the women not to hold herself in high esteem.
Virtue is twisted in these communities, often under the Isaianic label of living as
“‘suffering servants’ by accepting male abuse and exploitation.”*’ The virtue of humility
becomes perverted into a patriarchal tool of oppression.

I do not expect that my presentation of the relationship between wounding and
blessing will satisfy the critics who worry that allegedly redemptive violence perpetuates
systems of violence, particularly against women. Explanation of the action of wounding
related to blessing might help clarify, if not entirely satisfy, critics who are rightfully
wary of the claim that God acts violently in the work of redemption. There are two
central ways of interpreting the act of a wounding blessing: first, as an act of trespass,
harm, and violent force; or, two, as an act of purgative healing and painful medicine. The
interchange of wounding and blessing—exemplified in Rowan Williams focus on a
wound of knowledge—fits within the latter characterization of the action of a wounding
blessing as purgative. This kind of wounding is a movement of dispossession rather than
violent possession. In discussing the work of praise in the Judeo-Christian tradition,

Williams comments: “the action of praise necessarily involves evoking a moment of

* Rosemary R. Ruether, Sexism and God Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology (Boston: Beacon Press,
1993), 186.
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dispossession, a death, in order to bring the novum of God into focus.””” The imagery of
baptism—death of the self, life in Christ—captures this dispossessing effect.’!

Fisk’s realist argument for using Christ’s suffering as a point of solidarity because
suffering exists in the world (even if we object to it) aligns well with the writers I have
discussed. O’Connor remarks in a letter to fellow writer Andrew Lytle that her decision to
depict grace violently rests on the evil present in the world: “grace can be violent or
would have to be [so, in order] to compete with the kind of evil I can make concrete”
(CW, 1121). Her comment here both reflects the reality of evil in the world and her
ability to render grace within the world. In the very next sentence, O’Connor recognizes
that the use of force might not always be the best way to depict grace: “At the same time,

I keep seeing Elias [a variation of Elijah, used in the Douay-Rheims Catholic Bible] in

the cave, waiting to hear the voice of the Lord in the thunder and lighting and wind, and

% Rowan Williams, On Christian Theology (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2000), 10.

> I realize that my distinction between force and dispossession does not cover the range of criticisms
leveled against the language of wounding related to human encounter with the divine. One of the most
recent and arguably best criticisms of the language of a reordered desire that causes a dispossessing
wound—as articulated in Williams—is found in “Chapter Three: Speaking ‘Father’ Rightly: Kenotic
Reformation into Sonship in Sarah Coakley” in Linn Tonstad’s God and Difference: The Trinity, Sexuality,
and the Transformation of Finitude (NY: Routledge, 2016). Tonstad highlights Coakley’s emphasis on
“dependence on God as vulnerability,” which leads to a collapse of finitude and sin when discussing the
purgation necessary for union with God (Tonstad, God and Difference, 99). Tonstad sees in Coakley’s
proposal in God, Sexuality, and the Self human union with God as both a rejection of finitude and a
continual power of the patriarchy: “There is no place for the human being in the trinity unless she willfully
and deliberately evacuates herself and becomes ontologically identical with the incarnate Son in the
process. The infusion of divinity into the contemplative paradoxically elevates her too highly while
reinforcing the figuration of the God-creation relationship in hierarchically and heterosexually gendered
terms” (Tonstad, God and Difference, 107). Tonstad’s critiques leaves us at an impasse. Tonstad’s desire to
reject the language of ascent that appears in the early Christian tradition and continues in some strands of
medieval and modern thought because of the kenotic action exemplified in Christ and imitated by the
Christian leaves those, like Coakley and Williams, who appeal to tradition without much ground to stand
on. This specific problem points to the broader tension between Christian theology and feminist criticism.
While wrestling within this place of tension is important, ultimately one claim—inadvertently or
intentionally—takes priority over the other.
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only hearing it finally in the gentle breeze, and I feel I’ll have to be able to do that sooner
or later, or anyway keep trying (CW, 1121). O’Connor echoes the feminist concern about
the danger of abstracting violence. To speak of a wounding blessing is not to argue that
all blessings must wound, or at least wound in such a violent way as to create Jacob’s
life-long limp. Instead, speaking of the relationship of wounding and blessing brings to
the fore the uncomfortable and unsentimental work of rightly ordering our desire to its
proper end. The sometimes violent struggle inherent in such work is a symptom, not the

source or center, of seeing “reality in the light of God.”
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CHAPTER TWO

Wounding and Blessing: The Artistry of [lluminating “Reality in the Light of God”

Introduction

Come, O Thou traveler unknown,

Whom still I hold, but cannot see;

My company before is gone,

And I am left alone with Thee.

With Thee all night [ mean to stay,

And wrestle till the break of day.'

The hymnist Charles Wesley poetically renders the wounding and blessing of the
patriarch Jacob. This event—Jacob’s wrestling with the angel-man at the banks of the
Jabbok river—is one of the earliest and most enduring images of the relationship between
God’s simultaneous wounding and gifting of a blessing. This artistically rendered
image—initially in the prose of the Hebraic text and then with a long legacy in the
literary realm—captures the seemingly paradoxical relationship between God and
humanity as one that tears down even as it builds up, a relationship explored in this
chapter.

This chapter begins with Jacques Maritain’s theological aesthetics and ends with
Rowan Williams’ exploration of the wounding involved in knowledge of God. Tying

these two sections together is an examination of the function of O’Connor’s constant

recourse to situations of extreme, even grotesque, violence. The relationship between

! Charles Wesley, “Come, O Thou Traveler Unknown” (1742).
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wounding and blessing, disruption and revelation, ugliness and beauty will become
evident through an investigation of how we glimpse the divine in quotidian life.

In the first section, I survey Thomistic aesthetics of Jacques Maritain in Art and
Scholasticism, a work which O’Connor describes as having cut her “aesthetic teeth on”
(HB, 216). Maritain emphasizes the integrity of the art work itself to communicate
meaning. The artist imaginatively reorders the world around her to render the world in a
new and revealing way. She creates a work whose integrity consists in an indivisible
between its manner and substance, its form and content, so as to communicate fresh
meaning to its viewer, participant, or reader. The key idea I explore is how the artist’s
attention to the given data of the ordinary world enables her to render the extraordinary
visible, as she offers glimpses of the transcendent within the immanent. Art produces new
vision through disruption of the familiar.

In the next section I turn to O’Connor’s fiction to demonstrate how her Catholic
faith—her religious angle of vision, at once local and cosmic—expands rather than
collapses her artistic vision. O’Connor’s theological convictions nourish her belief that
the mysterious quality of everyday life, when viewed through the lens of the Incarnation,
reveals God at work there. O’Connor employs violent and grotesque imagery to signal
the moments in her fiction when the invisible spills over into the visible. As a reader of
Maritain, O’Connor aims to produce a work that stands on its own merit in
communicating a shocking though credible possibility of divine grace. O’Connor’s aim is
to show, not tell, the possibility of “reality in the light of God.”

Finally, I turn to the theological relationship between wounding and blessing in

encounters with the divine. Using the imagery of Jacob’s scarring blessing in Chrétien’s
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thought and the wound of knowledge in Rowan Williams’ exploration of Christian
spirituality, I investigate the paradoxical relationship between wounding and blessing.
While acknowledging the problematic language of violence and force when discussing
God’s revelation in the world, I demonstrate how the cruciform center of the Christian
faith affirms the painful, even humiliating, work that is involved in the movement from

human distortion and incompleteness towards divine straightening and wholeness.

Art as Transcendental Realism

In Grace and Necessity: Reflections on Art and Love, Rowan Williams examines
the opaque poetry of Welsh poet David Jones and the sparely narrated fiction of Flannery
O'Connor.” Williams links these two artists together through the Thomistic understanding
of art in Jacques Martian's Art and Scholasticism.” Williams identifies Maritain's major
influence on the work of Jones and O'Connor with two central claims: the insistence on
the integrity of art itself and the rootedness of the artistic work in ordinary life. Maritain
argues that the artist employs her observations of the world in order to reveal what is
already there in a new way that opens to the transcendent. As Williams summarizes, the

294

artwork is “inescapably a claim about reality.”” This claim stands on its own merit

without need for a mediatory voice of the author between the art and its participant. One

* Rowan Williams, Grace and Necessity: Reflections on Art and Love (Harrisburg, PA: Bloomsbury
Academic, 2006).

? Jacques Maritain, Art and Scholasticism: With Other Essays, trans. J.F. Scanlan (NY: C. Scribner’s
Sons, 1947). In the same letter that O’Connor comments on cutting her “aesthetic teeth” on Maritain’s
work, she also indicates that she does not wholly embrace Maritain’s aesthetics: “It’s the book I cut my
aesthetic teeth on, though I think even some of the things he [Maritain] says get soft at time. He is a
philosopher and not an artist but he does have a great understanding of the nature or art, which he gets from
St. Thomas” (HB, 216).

* Williams, Grace and Necessity, 16.
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who engages with a work of art—be it visual, literary, or performance-based—encounters
a work that possesses its own integrity to communicate freely without a slavish adherence
to the intentions of its creator.

O’Connor speaks so often about the influence of Maritain’s Art and Scholasticism
on her art and thought that it is worth examination in its own right. ® In 47t and
Scholasticism, Maritain outlines Thomas Aquinas’s identification of art as a virtue of the
practical intellect. Maritain distinguishes between speculative and practical knowledge
through their transcendental teloi: speculative knowledge finds its perfect end in Truth,
while practical knowledge finds its perfect end in Goodness and Beauty. Further, practical
knowledge is divided into two parts by their respective ends: the practical order of action
(agibile) ends in Goodness while the practical order of making (factible) ends in Beauty.’
The distinction between the making and the use of a thing divides the aesthetic from the
practical. The practical order of action yields right moral behavior by displaying and

directing an agent’s will. The practical order of making, by contrast, is a “productive

> Hans-Georg Gadamer echoes Maritain’s insistence on the integrity of the artwork in the first part of
Truth and Method when discussing the play offered by a work of art: “When we speak of play in reference
to the experience of art, this means neither the orientation nor even the state of mind of the creator or of
those enjoying the work of art, nor the freedom of a subjectivity engaged in play, but the mode of being of
the work of art itself” (Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. J. Weinsheimer and D.G. Marshall,
Second Revised [NY: Continuum, 2004], 102). Both Maritain and Gadamer insist on the ability of the work
of art to communicate with its participants. Gadamer goes further than Maritain in insisting that it is not
until play is exercised on a work of art that the work itself becomes wholly itself: “[the being of art] is part
of the event of being that occurs in presentation, and belong essentially to play as play” (Gadamer, Truth
and Method, 115, italics his).

% See: HB, 28, 105, 107, 144, 157, 166, 216, 218, 221, 231, 259, 274, and 417. O’Connor also
references Maritain’s wife, Raissa in a January 1956 letter (HB, 125-6).

" Maritain, Art and Scholasticism, 56.
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action,” the result being a self-sufficient product measured by its own criteria and
standing apart from its maker and her intentions.”

Possibly the easiest way to characterize the practical order of making is to
consider the craftsman.” The craft produced reveals work of a skilled or faulty craftsman,
not the other way around. The craftsman’s success is measured by the thing produced and
not the will or good intentions of the maker. Maritain summarizes: “So Making is ordered
to such-and-such a definite end, separate and self-sufficient, not to the common end of
human life [this would be Goodness, the aim of the practical order of action]; and it
relates to the peculiar good or perfection not of the man making, but of the work made.”'°
The work itself is the aim and concern of the practical order of making. Thus, art belongs
to this practical order of inherent excellences.

Aquinas, Maritain, O’Connor, and Williams all recognize the centrality of the
claim that art is an intellectual virtue of the practical order of making. The aim of the
artist is to produce a work that stands on its own aesthetic merits, which Flannery
O’Connor aptly summarizes when talking about the final form of a story: “A story is a
way to say something that can’t be said any other way, and it takes every word in the

story to say what the meaning is. You tell a story because a statement would be

inadequate. When anybody asks what a story is about, the only proper thing is to tell him

¥ Maritain, Art and Scholasticism, 5.

? While craftsmanship and the fine arts both belong to the practical order, Natalie Carnes helpfully
delineates between Maritain’s view of ‘useful arts’ and ‘fine art’ because fine arts are ordered toward the
transcendental beautiful in a way that craftsmanship is not, though the latter can possess beautiful features:
“It is an intelligibility born of creative intuition that animates artistic making, and it grants the fine arts a
special—and more important—Xkind of beauty than crafts” (Natalie Carnes, Beauty: A Theological
Engagement with Gregory of Nyssa [Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2014], 37).

' Maritain, Art and Scholasticism, 6.
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to read the story” (MM, 96). O’Connor’s insistence on the integrity of the work of art
extends into her letters when explaining to her spiritual director, Fr. McCown, the danger
of turning fiction into propaganda: “The novel is an art form and when you use it for
anything else you pervert it...it has no utilitarian end. If you do manage to use it
successfully for social, religious, or other purposes it is because you make it art first”
(HB, 156-157). A story speaks to its readers on its own terms. A story communicates
what a slogan or proposition cannot.

The artist possesses the virtue (i.e., habitus of art) to perceive the beautiful in the
world. Maritain employs the Scholastic language of connaturality to explain how the
artist sensuously and intuitively finds pleasure in the beautiful apprehended in the created
world."' He emphasizes that beauty represents an entirely different kind of knowledge
than what is found in abstract thinking: “So, although the beautiful is in close dependence
upon what is metaphysically true, in the sense that every splendour of intelligibility in
things presupposes some degree of conformity with that Intelligence which is the cause
of things, the beautiful nevertheless is not a kind of truth, but a kind of good.”'* Essential
to this point on connaturality is the recognition that the same metaphysical reality—the
Transcendentals of Truth, Goodness, and Beauty—grounds all knowledge available to the
rational human, just as different kinds of recognition reveal different properties of

metaphysical realities.

" 'Maritain, Art and Scholasticism, 19. For more on O’Connor and the conception of habitus, see:
Michael Mears Bruner, “Artistic Habitus: O’Connor’s Dramatic Vision” in 4 Subversive Gospel: Flannery
O’Connor and the Reimagining of Beauty, Goodness, and Truth (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press
Academic, 2017): 108—138.

12 Martian, Art and Scholasticism, 21.
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Helpfully, Maritain points to the perception of beauty as being more like the
“ecstasy of love” than, say, empirical scientific investigation."> To perceive beauty in the
natural world is to “touch being itself, a likeness of God, an absolute, all that enables and

!4 Thus it makes sense that the

makes the joy of life: we enter the realm of the spirit.
ensouled animal, the human person, is the only creature capable of re-forming the
particular data of the physical world into a new thing wherein the spiritual can be freshly
perceived in the physical world:
The human artist or poet whose mind is not, like the Divine Mind, the cause of
things, cannot draw this form complete out of his creative spirit: he goes and
gathers it first and foremost in the vast treasure of creating things, of sensitive
nature as the world of souls, and of the interior world of his own soul. From this
point of view he is first and foremost a man who sees more deeply than other men
and discovers in reality spiritual radiations, which others are unable to discern.
But to make these radiations shine out in his work and so to be truly docile and
faithful to the visible Spirit at play in things, he can, and indeed he must to some
extent, deform, reconstruct and transfigure the material appearance of nature."’
The artist is a scavenger searching out the visible world, looking for opportunities to
reform the familiar so as to unveil something hidden from common view. The
transcendental property of beauty plays an essential role in Maritain’s understanding of
art, for the self-sufficiency of the art made, not its maker’s intention, is the locus of
Beauty where ultimate things can be perceived in the temporal created work.

In essays on the writing of fiction, collected in Mystery and Manners (MM),

O’Connor explores the relationship between the observations of the artist makes about

13 Maritain, Art and Scholasticism, 22. Martian writes “The perceiver’s being gripped by the beauty of
art is a lower form of the ecstasy of love.” Note well that the language of the ecstasy of love analogously
speaks to the ultimate union of the human into the divine life in the early and medieval church.

' Maritain, Art and Scholasticism, 26.

'S Maritain, Art and Scholasticism, 48-9.
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everyday life and the awareness of the transcendent within the created world. O’Connor
characterizes as “manners” those customary, well-established patterns of speech and
action that offer concreteness and believability to fiction. Only by working within the
givens of local speech and action does the artist have any chance of discerning
transcendent meaning within them. In an address at a Southern writer’s workshop,
O’Connor critiques the participants’ short stories for failing to capture the “manners” of
the characters in their stories: “You get the manners from the texture of existence that
surrounds you. The great advantage of being a Southern writer is that we don’t have to go
anywhere to look for manners; bad or good, we’ve got them in abundance ... And yet
here are six stories by Southerners in which almost no use is made of the gifts of the
region” (MM, 103—4). The fact that these stories could just as well be set in Pittsburgh as
Atlanta makes them artistically unremarkable and literally incredible. For a story to
possess the possibility of opening to the mystery of the transcendent, it first requires that
the writer attend to the manners of her particular place and time—the “texture” to be
perceived in the quotidian world. If not, the story fails the artistic test of locating ultimate
meaning within the local. Manners and mystery are fatally separated, causing the work to
collapse on itself in mere self-reflection.

Of course, the danger of a story not taking flight can run an opposite but equally
damaging outcome with an excess of manners, as in what was once called “local color”

fiction.'® O’Connor surmises that workshop participants avoided regional parlance

'® The phenomenon of “local color” fiction arose in the late nineteenth-century and can be seen in the
writing of the frontier West and, most prevalently, in the South (cf. Barbara C. Ewell, Pamela Glenn
Menke, and Andrea Humphrey, eds., Southern Local Color: Stories of Region, Race, and Gender [Athens,
GA: University of Georgia Press, 2002], xiv).
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because other Southern writers have overemployed the manners of the region: “There is
nothing worse than the writer who doesn’t use the gifts of the region, but wallows in
them. Everything becomes so Southern that it’s sickening, so local that it is unintelligible,
so literally produced that it conveys nothing” (MM, 104, italics hers). Just as the
abstraction of a story from its local texture makes a story unbelievable, so does the
excessive use of the regional flavor. The writer as an artist must gather, in Maritain’s
language, sharp perceptions of the world so as to imagine something new and credible;
this process involves both keen observation and a creative use of it.

Rowan Williams uses the language of “superabundance” to describe how beauty
does not serve in an oppositional but rather complementary relationship with truth. “The
delight of the subject is in the recognition of what Aquinas called splendor formae,
‘splendour of form’, a sense of the work achieved as giving itself to the observer in an
‘overflow’ of presence.”’” Art as a subject communicates to the observer. Here we find
Maritain’s insistence that art opens onto transcendence by pointing the observer not to
some new world but to the world that-is in order to reveal something before unseen, i.e., a
trace of the transcendental Beauty that grounds and orders the created world in all its
splendor of form. O’Connor echoes the idea of revealing what is hidden in the created
order when discussing the prophetic vision of the writer: “The writer learns, perhaps

more quickly than the reader, to be humble in the face of what-is. What-is is all he has to

"7 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 13. Williams writes: “This object is there for me, for my delight; but
it is so because it is not there solely for me, not designed so as to fit my specifications for being pleased.”
Williams here notes that Maritain’s enthusiasm in emphasizing “the gratuity of the artwork, its disinterested
characters” may overstate his case and obscure his real argument (Williams, Grace and Necessity, 13—14).
His larger argument, more evident in his later work Creative Intuition in Art, speaks of the relationship of
the artwork to the metaphysical reality that the artwork’s overflow reflects. Williams worries that
Maritain’s early emphasis on the beauty that overflows from an artwork may downplay its link to
metaphysical truth.
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do with; and he will realize eventually that fiction can transcend its limitations only by
staying within them” (MM, 146). Art opens up to the transcendent by embracing, rather
than resisting, the limited yet creative viewpoint of the artist.

Maritain understands art as inherently logical (i.e., realistic): “It [every work of
art] must be steeped in logic; not in the pseudo-logic of clear ideas, not in the logic of
knowledge and demonstration, but in the working logic of every day, eternally mysterious
and disturbing, the logic of structure of the living thing, and the intimate geometry of

18 Williams labels Maritain’s logical understanding of art as “transcendental

nature.
realism.”"” Art points the observer to the world as it really is, Williams declares, in a way
that illuminates the mysterious and perplexing quality of quotidian life. Art both reveals
the infinite and humbles the finite.

In his 1952 A. W. Mellon Lectures in the Fine Arts, Maritain speaks of the

perception of beauty in art as a creative intuition.” In one of his lectures, entitled “Poetry

18 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 21; Maritain, Art and Scholasticism, 41. Williams’ labeling of
Maritain’s approach as “transcendental realism” carries with it an extensive debate on the kind of realism
that can be attributed to Thomas Aquinas. Fergus Kerr emphasizes that contemporary understanding of
Thomas’ realism passes through the Cartesian subjective turn (Fergus Kerr, After Aquinas: Versions of
Thomism [Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2002], Chapter Two “Overcoming Epistemology,”17-34). The
Cartesian body-mind distinction must be reunified to comprehend Thomas’ understanding of the soul in the
form of the body (Kerr, After Aquinas, 21). Etienne Gilson argues that because what has been termed
“critical realism” carries with it the Cartesian epistemic assumptions resulting in idealism, the alternative is
a “metaphysical realism” which Gilson identifies with Thomas’s realism (Etienne Gilson, Thomist Realism
and the Critique of Knowledge, trans. Mark A. Wauck [San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2012], 149). Josef
Pieper draws out this metaphysical realism held by Thomas as a non-naive realism in its synthesis of
Aristotle and the Bible—rather than ‘naive’ reliance on only spiritual realities or Scriptural revelation
(Josef Pieper, Guide to Thomas Aquinas, trans. Richard Winston and Clara Winston [San Francisco:
Ignatius Press, 1991], 118—119). Pieper demonstrates how artistic creation grounded in the Biblical account
of God’s creating act offers “the natural things of the world a real, self-contained intrinsic being precisely
by reason of being created” (Pieper, Guide, 130). The essential value of the created, material world is
further reinforced by the incarnational act, whereby the Son becomes human.

' Williams, Grace and Necessity, 21.

*% Jacques Maritain, Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry: The A.W. Mellon Lectures in the Fine Arts
(NY: Meridian Books, 1955). In this work, Maritain focuses more specifically on poetry.
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and Beauty,” Maritain distinguishes between beauty before “the eyes of God” and the
eyes of human beings.”' Because humans intuit the beautiful through their intellect and
senses in tandem, human perception is limited by the enfleshment that is the human
person—Ilimited by residing in a particular time and occupying a particular space. Omni-
perception is available only to God, so human perception is inherently limited in vision
and judgments of the beautiful. Maritain identifies this distinction between limited and
limitless access to beauty respectively as aesthetic and transcendent Beauty.”> By
designating human creative intuition of the beautiful as restricted to the “realm of
aesthetic beauty,” Maritain avoids collapsing transcendental Beauty into the immanent
confines of human recognition and representation without undercutting the possibility for
human access to the perfect form of Beauty.*

The categories of ugly and beautiful belong only to the creaturely realm of
aesthetic beauty because the designation “ugly” belongs to the effect of privation on
Being: ugly things “are things deprived in some respect of due proportion, radiance, or
integrity, but in which Being still abounds, and which keep on pleasing the sight to that

extent.”**

Only through the senses can privation be recognized as having the status of
some-thing rather than no-thing. God as pure intellect sees at once all that-is and deems it

as good (and thus also beautiful). Because human beings are limited in their perception of

! Maritain, Creative Intuition, 125.
2 Maritain, Creative Intuition, 125.
 Maritain, Creative Intuition, 125.

* Maritain, Creative Intuition, 126.
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beauty and cannot see all things all at once, they are left to make judgments of beauty
with what-is before them through the cooperation of the senses and the intellect.
O’Connor identifies the strange play between the beautiful and the ugly most
readily in her preface to A Memoir of Mary Ann (CW, 822-31). Mary Ann was a child
with an inoperable tumor that caused a gross deformation across one side of her face. She
spent most her short life living with the Dominican Nuns of our Lady of Perpetual Help
at their Free Cancer Home in Atlanta, Georgia. O’Connor describes the girl’s photo,
which she received when asked to help the Sisters tell the story of Mary Ann: “It showed
a little girl in her first Communion dress and veil. She was sitting on a bench, bolding
something I could not make out. Her small face was straight and bright on one side. The
other side was protuberant, the eye was damaged, the nose and mouth crowded slightly
out of place” (CW, 823). O’Connor’s exposure to the life of this little girl with a missing
eye and disfigured face transformed how she understood the relationship between good
and evil, the beautiful and the grotesque. While we readily recognize evil as grotesque, as
ugly, “[f]lew have stared at [the good] long enough to accept that fact that its face too is
grotesque, that in us the good is something under construction... When we look into the
face of the good, we are liable to see a face like Mary Ann’s, full of promise.” (CW, 830).
If one gazes upon the face of the grotesque with honesty, that is, without, as O’Connor
says, “a cliché or a smoothing down that will soften their real look,” one might be
surprised to find beauty and goodness (CW, 830); one might see a face, like Mary Ann’s,

which is on its way to perfection.”

* 0’Connor artistically renders this image of the good within the grotesque in “A Temple of the Holy
Ghost.” After hearing her cousins describe a hermaphrodite they saw in a circus tent, the twelve-year old
girl protagonist imagines the hermaphrodite leading a congregation in a litany affirming that all people are
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The gift of art for Maritain is its ability to expand the limited human perception of
the beautiful through a movement from aesthetic beauty into transcendent reality: “art
struggles to surmount the distinction between aesthetic beauty and transcendental beauty
and to absorb aesthetic beauty in transcendental beauty.”*® Art increases human
perception of the beautiful, enabling even the ugly to open onto the transcendent. Art
“draws beauty from ugly things and monsters, it tries to overcome the division between
beautiful and ugly by absorbing ugliness in a superior species of beauty, and by
transferring us beyond the (aesthetic) beautiful and ugly.”*’ Art transforms our vision, but
this transformation is not instantaneous or complete.

As finite and fallen creatures, our perception of transcendent beauty cannot be
deemed perfect—whole and complete—in the same way that transcendental beauty is
perfect. Maritain identifies imperfect human perception as “a certain sacred weakness”
and the “kind of imperfection through which infinity wounds the finite.””® The
quintessential image for Maritain of this sacred wounding is Jacob’s limp after his
wrestling with the angel. He derives it from Thomas’s Summa where Aquinas is citing a
homily by Gregory the Great:

“After contemplation Jacob halted with one foot, ‘because we need to grow weak

in the love of the world ere we wax strong in the love of God,” as Gregory says
(Hom. xiv in Ezech.). ‘Thus when we have known the sweetness of God, we have

temples of the Holy Ghost: “‘God made me thisaway and I don’t dispute hit...God done this to me and I
praise Him’” (CW, 207). In her innocence and ability to really look, the child saw what her cousins could
not: beauty in the grotesque.

2 Maritain, Creative Intuition, 126.

*" Maritain, Creative Intuition, 126, italics his. O’Connor underlined this passage in her copy of
Creative Intuition (cf. Arthur F. Kinney, Flannery O ’Connor’s Library: Resources of Being [Athens, GA:
University of Georgia Press, 1985]: 20-21, §27).

8 Maritain, Creative Intuition, 128.
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one foot sound while the other halts; since every one who halts on one foot leans
only on that foot which is sound.””*

Rowan Williams identifies this wounding-blessing effect as an “artistic moment of truth”
where “the artist has to decide whether the end of the process is unavoidable tragic
frustration—or a contemplative orientation towards what is never going to be contained,
the world in the eyes of God.”** These moments of revealing human fallibility through art
can go the way of either comedy or tragedy, with both options truthfully speaking about
the kataphatic and apophatic dimensions of knowing God.*' The wounding effect
Maritain emphasizes can be understood as a kind of humility, even a humiliation. Art
illuminates our limits by offering glimpses of the transcendent that disclose meaning
while making clear what we do not know. While this could result in a disappointment or
even despair in the illumined viewer, it can also function as revelation.

Williams finds one of the key insights of Maritain’s Thomistic aesthetic in the
recognition that “art in one sense ‘dispossesses’ us of our habitual perception and restores
to reality a dimension that necessarily escapes our conceptuality and our control. It makes

the world strange.”* Art unsettles our preconceptions, not because it points to some

* Aquinas, Summa Theologica 2a2ae 180, 5 ad. 4. Maritain points to this quote in Creative Intuition,
128.

% Williams, Grace and Necessity, 21.

*U'In The Tragic Imagination, Williams notes how sometimes what tragedy can communicate is that
some things simply cannot be communicated, thus pointing to the unspeakable: “The business of tragedy is
neither to tell us that the world is more bearable than it is nor to insist that it is ‘absolutely’ unbearable. It is
a more problematic and unsettling matter than any such generalization, in that it shows us how some pain
can be spoken of and understood, ‘humanized’, and some cannot, because the words are not yet there and,
so far as we can know, may never be” (Rowan Williams, The Tragic Imagination: The Literary Agenda
[NY: Oxford University Press, 2016], 41).

32 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 37, italics added.
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vague “beyond,” but rather because it points viewers back to the world itself—the world
readily available to us—with fresh insight.

This dispossessing and estranging effect of art is an inconvenience, even a
disruption. Williams observes that the artist’s discernment in making “present the
underlying structures and relations apprehended may involve a degree of imaginative
violence to surface harmonies.” Quickly protecting his claim of the need for
“imaginative violence” as a glorification or pornographic rendering of “shock and awe,”
Williams notes “the deliberate cultivation of what jars is as much folly, artistically, as the
deliberate striving for beauty. The issue is always and only about the integrity of the
work. The artist first listens and looks for the pulse or the rthythm that is not evident; but

34 The artist creates

she cannot do any sort of job if she refuses to work with such pulses.
through careful attention to reality—the what-is—to produce art that disrupts the status
quo, not disruption for disruption’s sake but for the integrity of the work of art. The work

functions as a communicating subject with something to say—not simply as a utilitarian

tool to sooth sweetly, shock grotesquely, or entertain pornographically.

33 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 26.

M Williams, Grace and Necessity, 26-27. In a March 7, 1958 Commonweal review of O’Connor’s
work, William Etsy accused O’Connor of belonging to the “cult of the Gratuitous Grotesque” (William
Etsy, “In America, Intellectual Bomb Shelters,” Commonweal 67 [1958]: 588). Etsy takes aim at “Good
Country People,” concluding that “[a]ll of these overingenious horrifics are presumably meant to speak to
us of the Essential Nature of Our Time” but end up devolving into “clever gimmicks” (Etsy, “In America,”
588). As will be discussed in the next section, O’Connor is never flippant in her use of the grotesque, but
employs it as a means of catching the attention of a complacent audience. Still, Etsy demonstrates that the
line between “imaginative violence” and “shock and awe”—despite the careful intention and attention of
the author—ultimately is drawn by the reader. Of course, judgments can just as well be made about the
quality of the reader as the quality of the work.
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Flannery O’Connor’s Moments of Excess

In a letter to Eileen Hall, editor of the book review page of The Bulletin, the
diocesan newspaper to which O’Connor submitted many reviews, O’Connor makes some
of her most revealing statements about fiction writing (CW, 987-9). In this particular
letter, O’Connor responds to Hall’s concerns about “scandalizing the ‘little ones’”
through the grotesque aspects of her fiction. Using a startling biblical example, O’Connor
asks, “If a novelist wrote a book about Abraham passing his wife off as his siste—which
he did—and allowing her to be taken over by those who wanted her for their lustful
purposes—which he did to save his skin—how many Catholics would not be scandalized
at the behavior of Abraham?” (CW, 987). The answer, of course, is not many would be
left unscandalized. O’Connor continues, “The fact is that in order not to be scandalized,
one has to have a whole view of things, which not many of us have” (CW, 987, italics
added). Such an encompassing view of Scripture includes the morally suspect stories
alongside the overtly virtuous ones. For a reader to be surprised by Scripture’s inclusion
of the story of Abraham’s deceptive claim—that Sarah is his sister to assure his own (and
not his wife’s) safety—requires a lack of familiarity with the disobedience and moral
depravity found even in the most faithful figures of Scripture. When O’Connor asks how
many Catholics would not be scandalized by this story, she is implicating fellow
Catholics who have not grappled with their own sacred text. To be shocked by
O’Connor’s fiction is to be similarly scandalized by the sacred text. Both the Scriptural
witness and O’Connor’s storytelling truthfully speak to the particularities of the human

condition—the scandalous and offensive alongside the upright and edifying.

40



The integrity of the fiction writer, O’Connor continues in her letter to Hall, is
found in making available the whole of human experience to the artist, since “[f]iction is
supposed to represent life” (CW, 988). The fiction writer shows the reader reality through
the art of representation: “The fiction writer doesn’t state, he shows, renders” (CW,
988).>> O’Connor’s insistence on the artist making use of her everyday observations
echoes Martian’s claim that the artist perceives more deeply than others the transcendent
trace in the created world. For both O’Connor and Maritain, the subject of art reveals the
transcendent through the sensual character of the created world. Re-imagining the world
through story-telling produces “a concrete expression of mystery—mystery that is lived”
(CW, 988). O’Connor’s artistry is found in showing—often through absence and negation
rather than presence and affirmation—the hidden realities of good and evil, thus
glimpsing the infinite through the finite.’® Her fictional representations provide
opportunities for readers to discern for themselves the unfathomable mystery of life.

Rowan Williams insists that O’Connor’s Catholic faith adds to rather than
subtracts from her artistic vision:

Doing justice to the visible world is reflecting the love of God for it, the fact that

this world is worth dying for in God’s eyes. The tightrope that the Catholic writer
must walk is to forget or ignore nothing of the visually, morally, humanly, sordid

3% Here in this proclamation of rendering not stating we sense Caroline Gordon’s influence on
O’Connor’s aesthetics, which will be examined in the next chapter. In The Edge of Words, Rowan Williams
similarly understand the work of representation (rather than description) to O’Connor when defining
‘representation’ as “a way of speaking that may variously be said to seek to embody, translate, make
present or re-form what is perceived” (Rowan Williams, The Edge of Words: God and the Habits of
Language [London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014], 22).

%% Again in The Edge of Words, Williams picks up this connection between negation and revelation in
“Chapter Six: Saying the Unsayable: Where Silence Happens” (Williams, Edge of Words, 156—185).
Williams uses the idea of silence as a sort of indirect referent, an awareness of a gap in understanding: “To
talk about silence, [ would argue, is always to talk about what specifically we are not hearing’ or what we
decide not to listen to in order to hear differently; or what specifically we cannot say” (Williams, Edge of
Words, 157).
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world, making nothing easy for the reader, while doing so in the name of a radical
conviction that sees the world being interrupted and transfigured by revelation.
The event that disrupts and questions and changes the world is precisely what
obliges the artist not to try and recreate it from scratch. Irony is going to be
unavoidable in this exercise.”’
Here, Williams makes three important claims about the relationship between O’Connor’s
faith and her fiction. First, O’Connor’s mandate to make use of the created world by
artistically re-shaping it so as to reveal something previously unseen takes on extra
importance because it is this world that God loved enough to die for it. Second, and
further, this world’s worth is demonstrated not only in the humiliating act of the Son on
the cross but in the entire Incarnation event. In his self-emptying, the Son took on
materiality with all its contingency, including dying a human death. The Incarnation does
not allow O’Connor to ignore or make less important the features of creaturely existence,
for these are the very things Christ took on himself. The Incarnation event and the
Eucharistic event extending the Christ event into the life of the Church creates a non-

negotiable challenge for the Catholic artist, as Williams comments later in his lecture:

“The uncompromising specificity of the dogma of the Incarnation and the action of the

" Williams, Grace and Necessity, 99—100. Likely the best example of the counter-argument to
Catholic faith as opening up O’Connor’s artistic vision is found in Robert Brinkmeyer’s The Art and Vision
of Flannery O’Connor (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1989). Using M. Bakhtin’s
monologic versus dialogic perspectives, Brinkmeyer argues that ultimately O’Connor’s stories display the
tension between her faith and artistic vision (23). The dialogical exchange found in the stories resides in the
underlying conversation—Bakhtin’s second story—between the story’s characters and its narrator.
Brinkmeyer identifies O’Connor’s narrative voice as representing the faithful Catholic voice where the
narrator takes a “sanctified position” that is “severely challenged” by the characters, resulting in a
deconstruction of the narrator’s omniscient voice and revealing the dangerous quality not only of
O’Connor’s freakish characters but of the authoritative stance of the narrator (66). O’Connor’s fiction,
Brinkmeyer argues, functions as a means of self-reflection by the author rather than creating a work of art
that stands on its own and challenges the assumptions of readers. Sarah Gordon charges that Brinkmeyer’s
contention creates strawmen of both Catholicism and fundamentalism (Sarah Gordon, Flannery O ’Connor:
The Obedient Imagination [Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 2003], 43). In addition, she points out
that O’Connor herself gives no indication that she struggled with her Catholic faith but saw herself as
presenting a clear Catholic vision of the world. This leads Gordon to make the opposite mistake from
Brinkmeyer, claiming that O’Connor is a monological rather than a dialogical writer (Gordon, Obedient
Imagination, 44).
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Mass again becomes a key to the artist’s task: the infinite cannot be directly apprehended,
so we must take appearance seriously; it is the infinite that is being apprehended, so we
must take appearance seriously enough to read its concealments and stratagems.”® As the
body of Christ integrates the natural with the supernatural—with the Real Presence
mediating that integration in the life of the Church—so does the artist mediate between
these two realms by drawing out the particular and beautiful in the created world and
discerning the mystery of God in it.

Third, O’Connor’s use of irony—of making the world strange in her fiction—
functions as a vital tool for unveiling the supernatural realities that ground and enliven
the created world. Part of what this means is that O’Connor’s job is not to “tidy up the
data” of the world but instead to make plausible “humanity’s relation to God.”’ The
grotesque aspect of O’Connor’s fiction serves as the crux of relating a disordered world
to its perfect Creator. Rather than defaulting to the assumption of God’s absence or some
configuration of a “god of the gaps,” O’Connor is “always taking for granted that God is
possible—thinkable or accessible or even manifest—in the most grotesque and empty or
cruel faith.”*® O’Connor’s use of the unusual, paradoxical, and ironic in her fiction
enables her to address directly the underbelly of the human situation without sacrificing
her Holy Saturday conviction that there is nothing and nowhere that God, in his love, will

not endure.

38 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 103.
39 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 96.

40 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 100.
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In her essay “Some Aspects of the Grotesque in Fiction,” O’Connor explains how
her fiction bends towards the distorted and grotesque because of her belief in the
mysterious qualities in the created world that point to something ultimate: “Fiction begins
where human knowledge begins—with the senses—and every fiction writer is bound by
this fundamental aspect of his medium. I do believe, however, that that kind of writer I
am describing will use the concrete in a more drastic way. His way will be much more
obviously the way of distortion” (MM, 42). The ironic making of God’s grace evident
through aspects of the grotesque—the cruel, the violent, the disfigured—forces the reader
to pay attention to where and how God might show up in a way that avoids the two great
blasphemies of storytelling for O’Connor: pornography and sentimentality.*' Irony
protects the grotesque aspect from utilizing violence for its glorification (this would be
pornographic), and the grotesque protects the act of supernatural grace from becoming
cheap and thin (this would be sentimental).* The Misfit’s sneering declaration that the
grandmother might have been a good woman if someone had been there to shoot her
every day of her life exemplifies the use of irony to avoid both sentimentality and
pornography. Whatever her final spiritual state may be, the grandmother is no saccharine
saint or obviously damned soul.

In The Grotesque in Art and Literature (Das Groteskes: seine Gestaltung in

Malerei und Dichtung)—one of the most readily referenced works on the grotesque in the

*1'0’Connor writes in her aforementioned letter to Eileen Hall: “The two worst sins of bad taste in
fiction are pornography and sentimentality. One is too much sex and the other too much sentiment. You
have to have enough of either to prove your point but no more “(CW, 988).

*2 Williams helpfully clarifies the language of supernatural action in O’Connor’s fiction to avoid any
gnostic or superstitious sentiment: “The ‘supernatural’ here does not of course mean the paranormal, but
the action of God, perceived as it touches the human condition in ways that open up a radically ‘other’
depth in things” (Williams, Grace and Necessity, 102).
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broader investigation of the grotesque in literature—Wolfgang Kayser identifies the
difficulty of using the designation “grotesque” because it so easily becomes “one of those

43 . . .
" This cheapening occurs because, while the term conveys an

quickly cheapened terms.
emotional weight, it fails to speak to its specific character which distinguishes the
grotesque from other indefinite terms like strange or incredible. Kayser’s work presents
the transformation of the language of the grotesque from its Italian roots during the
Renaissance era to its use in the twentieth century, demonstrating how the word began as
an ornamental caricature (as in gargoyles) and morphed into the clashing dissonance
between the familiar and the strange, where the standard rules do not apply.** Kayser
ends his work with a chapter entitled “An Attempt to Define the Nature of the
Grotesque,” wherein he summarizes: “THE GROTESQUE IS THE ESTRANGED
WORLD.”* Unlike a fairy tale, whose world operates by different rules than the familiar,
the grotesque estranges those things that should be familiar to us with “[sJuddenness and
surprise,” thus producing “a situation that is filled with ominous tension.”*® The effect of
grotesque estrangement disorients the spectator or reader. Kayser observes the way that

humor functions within a grotesque work, commenting that “THE GROTESQUE IS A

PLAY WITH THE ABSURD.”* In making the world strange or incredible, the grotesque

* Wolfgang Kayser, The Grotesque in Art and Literature, trans. Ulrich Weisstein (Bloomington, IN:
Indiana University Press, 1963), 17.

* Kayser, Grotesque, 17. Kayser goes on to trace the etymological root of the term “grotesque”
beginning in its Italian root grotta (cave) with la grotessca used during the Italian Renaissance to refer to
features of a world at odds with the familiar, one where distinctions like inanimate and animate objects

collapses. The term extends into Germany in the sixteenth century to designate “the monstrous fusion of
human and nonhuman elements” (Kayser, Grotesque, 24).

* Kayser, Grotesque, 184. All capitalization is his.

46 Kayser, Grotesque, 184.
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aspect of art unsettles its participant by challenging and confounding the kinds of
significance that is supposedly fixed and stable.
Williams characterizes O’Connor’s lynchpin scenes of the grotesque as “moments

of excess.”*®

The language of excess is similar to Williams’ earlier use of superabundance
to name that moment of overflow described by Maritain as the opening of aesthetic
beauty to transcendent beauty, enabling Aquinas’s “splendor of form” to shine through.

But, while the language of superabundance suggests a resplendent moment of revelation,

O’Connor’s moments of excess take on a disruptive and often macabre appearance during

" Kayser, Grotesque, 187. All capitalization is his.

* Williams uses language of excess throughout his discussion of O’Connor in Grace and Necessity.
See 105 (on actualization of grace in finite world), 113 (on O’Connor’s excessive characters), 117 (on
grace as an excess), 131 (on O’Connor’s artistry in identifying moments of excess as tragic or comic, and
155 (on Balthasar’s discussion of the sacred in the world).

The different approaches to O’Connor use of the grotesque would easily fill volumes. A 2002
annotated reference guide to Flannery O’Connor’s fiction cites hundreds of works related to O’Connor’s
conception of and indebtedness to others’ use and depictions of the grotesque in her fiction (R. Neil Scott,
Flannery O’Connor: An Annotated Reference Guide to Criticism [Milledgeville, GA: Timberlane Books,
2002], 998-9). I would wager that number has grown by at least another hundred since 2002, with master’s
theses, doctoral dissertations, journal articles, and full-length publications addressing the use of the
grotesque in O’Connor’s fiction.

To capture the range of judgments around her use of the grotesque, consider Carol Shloss’s comments
about the grotesque in O’Connor as displaying a certain Christian arrogance in comparison to Williams’
designation of the grotesque as moments of excess. Shloss writes that though grotesque events are readily
identifiable in O’Connor’s fiction, knowing how to interpret those events often leaves readers confused.
This confusion “undercuts a reader’s potentially sympathetic identification with horrible experience by
ironic or humorous rendering, suggesting implicitly that the categories which normally apply to our world
view are no longer applicable” (Carol Shloss, Flannery O ’Connor’s Dark Comedies: The Limits of
Inference [Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 1980], 38-39). Shloss finds fault with
O’Connor’s grotesque scenes because of O’Connor’s own Catholic assumptions. Shloss argues that,
contrary to O’Connor’s insistence that her Catholic vision makes what is eschatologically normal freakish
in the present world, comes off as arrogance rather than insight: “from a theological perspective, with the
life of Christ as a standard, normal human life (that is, the pattern of activities, thoughts, and expectations
that are socially condoned) is severely inadequate. Given that the normal is ‘freakish’ in this eternal
perspective, the problem for the Christian novelist is to emphasize or set apart normal character by the
ugliness or deformity that [Mircea] Eliade suggested to be simultaneously fascinating and repulsive. While
there is a certain logic to this reasoning, there is also a peculiar arrogance to it; for assuming that one’s own
religion provides the only norms for recognizing the shortcomings of human endeavor is unwarranted. The
grotesque does indeed disturb categories of the normal evaluating mind, but it does not necessarily imply
that the unstated standard for recognizing proportion is Christian” (Shloss, Dark Comedies, 40—41).
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“a moment when the irony is most intense; it is not that the finite rises without
interruption to a degree of sublimity but that the actuality of grace is uncovered in the
moment of excess—which may be in a deliberately intensified gracelessness—without
doing violence to the narrative surface.”* Moments of excess reveal grace through
drastic action without bringing into question the integrity of the story. Timothy J.
Basselin, in his work on O’Connor and disability, highlights that “In contrast to
modernity’s dealing with imperfections, God’s mercy is never sentimental...grace or the
possibility for grace arrives only through the experience of grotesque limitations; mercy

is forged in the fires of suffering.”’

It is precisely this avoidance of sentimentality that
renders her stories credible.

The moments of excess as revelations of grace in O’Connor’s fiction are
dangerous and unpredictable. Far from being sentimentalized, grace appears to the
characters of O’Connor’s stories more often as a threat, even “as a death sentence,” than
as hopeful or salvific.”' Williams highlights the tragic and violent dimensions of grace in
her stories as an honest grappling with the non-deterministic choices that grace offers:

“O’Connor is insisting on a perception of grace that is not necessarily the introduction of

a meaning or even an absolution.... grace is an excess that may make for significance or

49 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 104. Williams uses “A Good Man is Hard to Find” to illustrate his
point. If the dialogue between the Misfit and the grandmother had ended with an embrace of the Misfit
rather than three bullets in the grandmother’s chest, the narrative would have ended as a feel-good story
rather than a revelation of grace: “It is a risk-charged incident, veering towards sentimentality, then brutally
pulled back” (Williams, Grace and Necessity, 107).*° The story needs the radical turn from recognition to
repulsion in order to be a believable moment of excessive grace by the grandmother and excessive rejection
by the Misfit.

% Timothy J. Basselin, Flannery O’Connor: Writing a Theology of Disabled Humanity (Waco, TX:
Baylor University Press, 2013), 2.

>l Williams, Grace and Necessity, 114
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forgiveness, but needn’t. Yet without the breakthrough to the level of hunger and

. . . 52
“futureless’ passion, there is no forgiveness.”

The grotesque nature of these moments of
excess protects characters and readers alike from any illusions about the grace revealed.
Like the news of the birth of Christ, the revelation of the infinite within the finite can
appear a threat as often as a gift.

Insightfully, Williams articulates how O’Connor’s fiction evokes “reality in the
light of God” without recourse to a convenient invoking of divine presence: “When
hunger is faced without illusion, in the way she argues only a believer can face it, what
the artist achieves is exactly the representation of what Maritain calls the ‘woundedness’
of the world in its entirety. Without the evocation (not invocation) of God in these
narratives, the scope of the human actuality would be denied or reduced.”> O’Connor’s
identity as a fiction writer who is also a Catholic enables her to take in the world through
her senses and reason, and to freely represent those perceptions in her art because it is
God, not the world or O’Connor, that does the work of redemption. Further, it is this
world, in all its eccentricities and deformities, wherein God acts. Williams’ emphasis on
O’Connor’s evocation rather than invocation of God speaks truthfully to what it means
for human perception of the uncreated within the created world.

If O’Connor were to insert narratival comments that overtly announce the

intervention of divine grace, the work of art as representation would undercut its own aim

and insert the artist into the communicating work that belongs to the art, not its maker. As

32 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 117, italics his. Here we find Williams’ “terror of being aware of
reality in the light of God” that was discussed in Chapter One.

53 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 120.
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Williams rightly states, “Explanation is reduction; it is trying to contain another in your
own identity.”>* Thus, O’Connor refuses to explicitly invoke supernatural grace in her
fiction. The outcome of O’Connor’s choice as an artist to render rather than state leaves
meaning unstable. This instability is another version of O’Connor’s comment to Eileen
Hall that grace can be made believable by honestly representing the world as it is, not as
we think it should be. As will be seen in the subsequent chapter, O’Connor’s refusal to
explain comes up against continual criticism from Caroline Gordon that readers might be
left with insufficient evidence to make any kind of confident judgment about the stories.
For Williams, by contrast, such instability and insufficiency are ingredient to any real
relation of humanity to the God whose ways are not our ways:
A ‘humanism’ that denied the facts of mental and physical suffering and above all
the capacity of the human for untruth would be ultimately murderous; her
narrative is out to show how literally true that is. A God who fails to generate
desperate hunger and confused and uncompromising passion is not god at all... If
God is real, the person in touch with God is in danger, at any number of levels.”
To summarize: The presence of the grotesque in O’Connor’s fiction artistically
renders the wounding effect of creaturely encounters with supernatural grace. O’Connor
narrates grace with a realistic vision that understands grace as being deemed a call to
death as much as a gift of new life. The grotesque as moments of excess disrupts patterns
of radical autonomy or morality-driven piety, setting the scene for characters to accept or
reject the invitation of grace. These scenes play out in a complex fashion where violence

and redemption are often so entangled that they are hard to distinguish precisely because

O’Connor seeks to represent reality as it-is in her fiction. O’Connor confidently renders

i Williams, Grace and Necessity, 120.

> Williams, Grace and Necessity, 117-18.
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the possibility of grace—*reality in the light of God”—through the lens of her Catholic
faith, which gives her the wide view of the world in relation to God.”® O’Connor’s
fictional rendering of encounters with grace succeed because she creates evocative scenes
that signal to attentive readers the possibility of what is invisible—goodness, truth,
beauty, transcendence, God—within the visible realm. O’Connor’s grotesque storytelling
offers a vision wherein, like Jacob after wrestling the angel, characters and readers gladly

limp along, affirming that paradoxical claim that “to live is Christ and to die is gain.”

Wounding and Blessing

Jacob’s wrestling with the angel and subsequent limp captures the enigmatic
quality of the divine coming into contact with the human. When St. Thomas writes that
“when we have known the sweetness of God, we have one foot sound while the other
halts,” he captures the strange quality of encountering the divine: moments of grace, of
revelation, produce a grounding limp more often than angelic flight. Why does a limp,
rather than flight, encapsulate encounters with the divine? In this section, I will explore
the connection between blessing and wounding through the writing of Jean Louis-
Chrétien and Rowan Williams. The link between invitations of grace with receptions in

humiliation, plays a central role for both thinkers. Just as O’Connor’s fiction disrupts

*% As I indicated in Chapter One, there is debate about the influence and impact of O’Connor’s
Catholicism on her fiction. Marshall Bruce Gentry points to four schools of thought regarding the
relationship between O’Connor faith and storytelling: 1) complete denial of any theological authorial
intention; 2) an overtly orthodox Catholic vision, which is evidenced in her fiction; 3) a harsh dogmatic
Catholic vision, which is evident in her fiction; and 4) question O’Connor’s Catholic faith entirely, possibly
arguing for a demonic vision evident in her fiction (Marshall Bruce Gentry, Flannery O ’Connor’s Religion
of the Grotesque [Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 1986], 3). Gentry notes that the first option
was in vogue during the early years of O’Connor criticism, but by the time of his writing in the mid-1980°s
had fallen out of fashion (Gentry, Religion of the Grotesque, 3). The third option is evident in Brinkmeyer’s
Art and Vision of Flannery O ’Connor, which is discussed above. My position clearly belongs in the second
camp where I recognize O’Connor’s confident and robust Catholic faith.
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quotidian life to gift characters and readers with new sight, so too do understanding and
narrating grace produce a disruptive effect alongside the gift of a new thing.

Chrétien helpfully complicates the language of victory and defeat in his essay
“How to Wrestle with the Invisible,” where he employs the motif of Jacob’s wrestling
with the angel to illustrate his point.”” Chrétien begins his exploration with the claim that
“[t]here are victories that weigh heavily and overpower. There are also defeats that
revive, where new, unlooked-for strengths spring forth suddenly from the wounds
received.”® Success can weaken rather than energize one’s resolve, and failures can
enliven rather than diminish one’s determination. Chrétien points to Rilke’s “The
Beholder” (Der Schauende) to express the ultimate image of defeat that strengthens the
one defeated after pondering the damage done to trees after a fierce storm:

How small that is, with which we wrestle,

what wrestles with us, how immense ...

What we triumph over is the Small,

and the success itself makes us petty.

The Eternal and Unexampled
will not be bent by us.”’

37 Jean Louis Chretien, “How to Wrestle with the Irresistible” in Hand to Hand (NY: Fordham
University Press, 2003), 1-17.

38 Chretien, Hand to Hand, 1.
> Translated by Chrétien (see Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 1-2), italics his; original German:

Was wir besiegen, ist das Kleine,
und der Erfolg selbst macht uns klein ...

Was wir besiegen, ist das Kleine,

und der Erfolg selbst macht uns klein.
Das Ewige und Ungemeine

will nicht von uns gebogen sein.
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Rilke’s poem moves from the image of the battered tree to the biblical image of Jacob’s
wrestling in this stanza. With the same suddenness that the storm assaults the tree, so
does the angel appear to Jacob in the middle of the night:

Whomever this Angel overcame

(who so often declined the fight),

he walks erect and justified

and great out of that hard hand

which, as if sculpting, nestled round him.

Winning does not tempt him.

His growth is: to be the deeply defeated

by ever greater things.®’
Rilke defines Jacob’s growth precisely in his defeat. The profundity of this claim expands
in Rilke’s parenthetical note that Jacob had up to this point avoided conflict through
cutting corners and running away from the consequences of his deception.

Chrétien uses Rilke’s poetic rendering of Jacob’s blessed defeat to differentiate
two different kinds of wounds. On the one hand are wounds that scab and heal over.
These wounds serve to remind the receiver of their past defeat. On the other hand are

1.”%! Notice Chrétien’s imperative claim: these kinds of wounds

wounds that “must not hea
cannot be permitted to heal. These wounds must not heal because “they are the sources of

our loving intimacy with our highest task, the one we have received, impossibly, without

% Translated by Chrétien (see Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 2), italics his; original German:

Wen dieser Engel iiberwand,

welcher so oft auf Kampf verzichtet,

der geht gerecht und aufgerichtet

und grof3 aus jener harten Hand,

die sich, wie formend, an ihn schmiegte.
Die Siege laden ihn nicht ein.

Sein Wachstum ist: der Tiefbesiegte
von immer Grofierem zu sein.

81 Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 2, italics added.
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having sought it.”** This type of wound does not turn into a scar that from time-to-time
might make the receiver recall something that happened long ago; instead the wound is
the means of the message that the wounds impart: revelatory grace.

Chrétien locates Jacob as the eponym of this second kind of wounding where,
together with his wounding, also came a new name: “Eponym of the highest struggle, he
is thus in addition the eponym of the name lost and found, the eponym of changes of
name insofar as this struggle left nothing of his existence intact, neither body nor identity,
insofar then as the event of the intimate confrontation is also the advent of the unforeseen

and new intimacy.”

Jacob’s living wound, his limp, cannot be separated from the
blessing of the new name. Jacob needed to experience a displacement—the literal
paralleling the figurative—in order to enter into a new and unforeseen blessing.**
Chrétien’s claim that God’s blessing via wounding runs contrary to a common
conception that God’s blessing is synonymous with favor, physical and emotional

security, even financial prosperity. Yet, wounding aptly characterizes the experience of

God’s revelation and blessing both in Scripture—as we have seen in Jacob’s blessing and

82 Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 2.
8 Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 2-3.

%% The dialectic relationship between activity and receptivity plays a central role in Chrétien’s large
religious phenomenological account. In La Voix Nue: Phénoménologie de la Promesse, Chrétien grounds
phenomenology of the promise in the fact that even at a person’s first breaths she is already in a position of
receptivity and response: “Les yeux qui s'ouvrent pour la premiére fois, et les bras qui pour commencer se
tendent ne s'avancent que dans ce qu'elle a déja ouvert, et promis déja. A ce qui les requiert, ils ne peuvent
correspondre que pour l'avoir entendue. Origine de tout commencement, appel béant dans tout appel, elle
n'est pourtant pas premicre. (Jean-Louis Chretien, La Voix Nue: Phénoménologie de La Promesse [Paris:
Les Editions de Minuit, 1990], 7). The naked voice is the voice of the Parousia, which no person, at no
point in his or her life, is capable of receiving in its fullness. These encounters leave wounds, but these
wounds, like Jacobs’s, open up rather than shut down fulfillment of the promise. Chétien likens these kinds
of wounds to the wounds of Christ, which do not disappear after the resurrection: “La gloire n'oublie pas le
temps de lea souffrance, mais libére a sa plénitude la lumiére emprisonnée en son couer, hors duquel elle ne
langait que de fugitifs éclairs” (Chrétien, La Voix Nue, 31). The glorified body retains the blessed wounds,
with the fullness of glory radiating out of those wounds.
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limping—and in the history of Christian spirituality. In The Wound of Knowledge:
Christian Spirituality from the New Testament to Saint John of the Cross, Rowan
Williams examines the seemingly paradoxical characterization of knowledge and
revelation of God as wounding from the New Testament witness through writings of the
sixteenth-century Spanish mystics, Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross.®> Williams
delves into the work by examining the “strangeness of the ground of belief” that pushes
against any tidy account of the Christian faith.°® What characterizes the saints whom the
church holds up as exemplars in faith is their willingness to surrender to poverty,
humiliation, even death because of their Christian convictions. What lies at the center of
their faith? The radical claim that God works in history, and because of that fact
Christians cannot but reinterpret all of history—including their own—in light of divine
activity. Williams emphasizes how Christian spirituality cannot escape the materiality, the
this-worldliness, of life: “If the heart of ‘meaning’ is a human story, a story of growth,
conflict, and death, every human story with all its oddity and ambivalence, becomes open
to interpretation in terms of God’s saving work.”®” Escapism from this world is a non-
option for the Christian because it is into this world that God became man.

Christian spirituality, then, is not a private and internal activity but rather a public
and embodied one. The goal of the Christian life is not to enter a disembodied Nirvana,
but experience shalom in its proper sense of completeness and perfection: “‘Spirituality’

becomes far more than a science of interpreting exceptional private experiences; it must

% Rowan Williams, The Wound of Knowledge: Christian Spirituality from the New Testament to St.
John of the Cross, Second Revised Edition (Cambridge, MA: Cowley Publications, 2003).

% Williams, Wound of Knowledge, 11.

7 Williams, Wound of Knowledge, 12.
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now touch every area of human experience ... And the goal of human life becomes not
enlightenment but wholeness—an acceptance of this complicated and muddled bundles
of experiences as a possible theatre for God’s creative work.”®® The event of the
Incarnation affirms embodied life with all its entanglements and limits.

God’s action in history precedes the Incarnation as evidenced in the older
Testament. Part of the muddled character of God’s work in history lies in the difficulty of
understanding how the workings of God in ancient Israel connect with the new thing
brought about by Jesus Christ. Williams emphasizes that the often problematic
relationship and incorporation of the old law within the new confirms the witness of the
Incarnation wherein God takes to himself all the ambiguities and limits of earthly life: “If
God is to be seen at work here [the relationship between the God of the Jewish people
and the God of the Christian people], he is indeed a strange God, a hidden God, who does
not uncover his will in a straight line of development, but enters into a world of confusion
and ambiguity and works in contradictions—the new covenant which both fulfills, and
radically alters the old.”® While Williams’ recognition of confusion does not appease
concerns and critiques of potential supersessionism, even nascent anti-Semitism, his
affirmation of God as strange and hidden goes a long way in explaining the difficulty of
understanding God’s working in history as forming a straight, progressive line from the
genesis of the world up to the present time.

A central part of understanding the wounding effect of encounters with God

comes about through examining precisely what occurs when the human person is

% Williams, Wound of Knowledge, 12.

% Williams, Wound of Knowledge, 14.
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confronted with the divine; namely, all idols are exposed in stark relief. These idols, of
course, can be found in many things, but arguably the most common human proclivity for
idolatry is the distorted view of the self.”’ The self-autonomous and self-sufficient person
faces a definitive threat when confronted with the divine. As Williams aptly summarizes,
“Because it is menacing and painful to be confronted with the knowledge that our
constructions of controlled senses are liable to self-emptying, we readily turn to violence
against the bearers of such knowledge.””" Glimpses of divine grace can unsettle delusions
of control, making grace manifest as menace rather than a gift.

O’Connor recognizes not only the intrusive nature of grace, but also the
diminished understanding of grace as both a real and often an unwelcome presence in
modern life: “Our age not only does not have a sharp eye for the almost imperceptible
intrusions of grace, it no longer has much feeling for the nature of the violences which
precede and follow them” (MM, 112).”> O’Connor’s stories play up the startling effect of
grace precisely because of our own forgetfulness and domestication of grace. In one of
O’Connor’s most famous lines, she contends that the work of the writer who is also a

Christian is to alert the malaise modern readers to their need for redemption: “to the hard

7 Sarah Coakley helpfully describes this distortion of the self as rooted in perverted desire, with a
distorted longing for possession, coercion, and control rather than submission to the will and desires of God
(Sarah Coakley, God, Sexuality, and the Self: An Essay “On the Trinity” [Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2013], 15).

" Williams, Wound of Knowledge, 17.

> 0’Connor also touches on the modern person’s confusion of grace with something more pithy and
ultimately dangerous in her preface to A Memoir of Mary Ann: “One of the tendencies of our age is to use
the suffering of children to discredit the goodness of God, and once you have discredited his goodness, you
are done with Him ... In the absence of this faith now, we govern by tenderness. It is a tenderness which,
long since cut off from the person of Christ, is wrapped in theory. When tenderness is detached from the
source of tenderness, its logical outcome is terror. It ends in forced labor camps and in the fumes of the gas
chamber” (CW, 831).
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of hearing you shout, and for the almost blind you draw large and startling figures” (CW,
806). Grace must be rendered both strangely obvious and strangely indispensable for the
modern person. The violence that precedes and/or follows grace shakes the characters and
readers out of any delusional conceptions about what we confront when grace reveals
itself in the world.”

Grace demands a response. Williams characterizes this response as a moment of
“acknowledgment of God as God who is present in and works in human failure and
helplessness—so much so that it can be said he ‘forces’ people into a decision to

™ In moments of grace, the recipient

acknowledge or not to acknowledge their failure.
must respond to the gift of grace with a “yea” or a “nay.” Grace enables the possibility for
the participant to respond; grace is not an act of coercion, but instead one of cooperation
or refusal. In effect, graced moments corner a person into choosing one path or another,
to reject or receive what the graced moment communicates: “reality in the light of God.”
For the person to receive the “new thing” that Christ offers is to accept and invite the
undoing that precedes remaking.

Williams takes up the Pauline conviction that to understand our redemption
requires attention to being like Christ, in his life, his death, and his resurrection. Christ as
incarnate Lord places suffering at the center of the obedient life. Obedience, rather than

self-determination, characterizes the Christian life. For the Christian to become like

Christ involves an “unselfing,” a displacing of our desire to control those around us and

7 Note well, I am discussing violence here in the context of O’Connor’s storytelling. I am not arguing
that God’s grace is literally violent. O’Connor artistically renders the dispossessing effect of grace in her
fiction with often violent scenes to catch the reader’s attention.

" Williams, Grace and Necessity, 16.
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results in making room for the other, both the neighbor and God.” Here, Williams
stresses that to know God in disruptive moments of grace signals an experiential sharing
in the divine life rather than conceptual mastery, a “conformity to God,” rather than “a

»76 To know God is to surrender the desire for

subject’s conceptual grasp of an object.
control. This release of control captures at least in part the wounding effect of blessing.
Accepting the gift of grace—participation in the divine life—demands that we lay down
all the weapons of the ego: control, mastery, winning.

The incarnate life of Christ demonstrates the inherent choice to submit or resist
“reality in the light of God.” This Christoform condition offers people the freedom to
choose submission or rejection, surrender or control, discipleship or self-mastery. Christ’s
life shows both the possibility and consequences of freely choosing the way of
submission. Ultimately, to choose the way of submission—of saying “yea” in
acknowledgment of our own failure in the light of God—is a union of wills: “salvation is
the encounter and union of these two wills, when human beings will to be what God wills
them to be. And Christ, in this system, is preeminently the one in whom God’s freedom
and ours are perfectly expressed.””’

The result of the union of wills is best characterized by Augustine’s infamous

autobiographical line in his Confessions Book 1.1: “You have formed us for Yourself, and

our hearts are restless until they rest in you.” Rest characterizes the union of the human

" Williams, Grace and Necessity, 23. Williams discusses the idea of unselfing in relation to otherness
and dispossession in his essay “Hegel and The Gods of Postmodernity” (Rowan Williams, Wrestling with
Angels: Conversations in Modern Theology, ed. Mike Higton [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007], 25-34.

6 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 23.

7 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 41.
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will with the divine will, but we should not understand this rest as easy or comfortable.
The rest Augustine speaks of here is the result of a person’s desire being directed towards
its proper end; it is rightly ordered love. Williams emphasizes that in Augustine, as in the
earlier Cappadocian Fathers, redirected desire characterizes the affirmative
acknowledgement of the believer’s failures in the light of God. Properly directed desire—
the result of a conversion moment—does not instantaneously rectify the perversions and
idolatries in a person’s life. In fact, conversion’s shifting of desire often unsettles a
person’s life even as she finds rest in God as the proper object of her desire: “The beauty
of God ... is the vison of an indescribable loveliness that calls our hearts out of darkness,
breaking down the barriers of false love, right ordering those desire and impulses by

which we live.”"®

Human desire directed towards its proper end recasts everything that is
capable of becoming idols. Strangely and yet logically, finding a resting place in God
creates a restlessness in daily life. Only God and no other end—be it human striving,
material possession, or any other created thing—can satisfy human desire. The Christian
suffers in this process because the soul’s journey to God through rightly directed desire
remains constrained by the limits of fallenness and finitude.” Thus, a joyful suffering—

evidenced in language of “purgation” through prayer, contemplation, and asceticism—

disrupts and reorders the human will.

" Williams, Grace and Necessity, 85.

" This movement of the soul’s journey towards God through rightly-ordered desire is epitomized in
medieval Christian works such as Bonaventure’s Iltinerarium Mentis in Deum, Dante’s Divine Comedy, and
Teresa of Avila’s The Interior Castle.

For more on the connection between desire and wounding framed by Gregory of Nyssa’s theology, see

Carnes, “Chapter Four: Bodies Luminous and Wounded: The Spirit Manifests the Beauty of the World,”
Beauty, 183-250.
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Williams illustrates that in Augustine’s thought, desire is cultivated through both
the appealing and the reprehensible: “the compulsion towards the love of God comes not
only from the loveliness but also from the horror of the world.”* The “hope for
fulfillment of joy” encourages properly ordered desire along, but also hope “for the
healing of the world’s wounds.”®' Williams’ Augustinian language of human desire’s
proper end as found both in the resplendent beauty and horrific wounds of the world
echoes the discussion earlier in this chapter on the function of the ugly and the beautiful
in Maritain’s aesthetic. Just as art draws out beauty from ugly things, so also does a
person whose desires have been rightly ordered see the possibility for new life in the
wounds of the world. Hope recasts both the beautiful and the grotesque in the world.

Returning to Chrétien’s image of Jacob, we may say that there are wounds that
disrupt in order to usher in something new. Jacob’s example is a religious, not a moral
one: “he summons up for us not a law, but the paradox of faith.”®* Jacob’s wounding is
the violence of love, which can come as a shock, even as a violent storm. Chrétien
describes the onslaught of violent love as the “irresistible power that raises us, and
knocks us down, loses us, and finds us, in a dizzying whirlwind.”® Encounters of this
sort signal a defeat that opens that way to victory, a loss that brings in unforeseen new

life.

80 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 88.
81 Williams, Grace and Necessity, 88.
82 Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 5.

8 Chrétien, Hand to Hand, 10.
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Conclusion

In an early journal entry written after her father’s death from lupus, O’Connor
noted:

The reality of death has come suddenly upon us and a consciousness of the power

of God has broken our complacency like a bullet in the side. A sense of the

dramatic, of the tragic, of the infinite, has descended upon us, filling us with grief,

but even above grief, wonder. Our plans were so beautifully laid out—ready to be

carried to action when with magnificent certainty God laid them aside and said,

“You have forgotten—mine?*

O’Connor’s metaphor of “a bullet in the side” as a means of God’s revelation
imaginatively renders the possibility of wounds that bless—in this case, as her father’s
death disrupts the projected arc of her life.

In this chapter, I began with Maritain’s Thomistic concept of art that insists on
the integrity of the work to communicate for itself and the need for the artist to observe
and refigure the observable particularities of quotidian life to reveal traces of the
transcendent present, but obscure in the created world. I then moved to O’Connor’s use
of the excessive, the grotesque, to reveal the possibility and presence of grace in her
fiction without threatening the internal integrity of her stories and truthful rendering of
the presence of God’s grace in the world. I ended this chapter with an examination of the
paradox that there is such a thing as a wounding blessing.

I will not return overtly to the theme of wounding and blessing until Chapter Six

when I explore how the way in which stories like Jacob’s wrestling in Genesis and

¥ “From one of Flannery’s notebooks,” box 42, folder 3, Coll. 1101, Sally Fitzgerald papers,
Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory University. Sally Fitzgerald, reflecting on this
passage, surmises that this entry is not only a reflection on her father but a foreshadowing of her own
suffering with lupus ten years later (Sally Fitzgerald, “Rooms with a View,” Flannery O’Connor Bulletin
10 [1981]: 17).
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Hazel’s blinding in Wise Blood are narrated create a wounding-blessing opportunity in
real-life readers as well as fictional characters. In the next three chapters, I will draw out
the similarities in how these two stories are told (Chapter Five) through an examination
of O’Connor’s editorial process (Chapter Three) and the inner working of Hebrew

biblical poetics (Chapter Four).
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CHAPTER THREE
A Defect in Style?
Caroline Gordon, the New Criticism, and Flannery O’Connor’s Wise Blood
Introduction
At the start of a friendship that would last through Flannery O’Connor’s tragically
short life, acclaimed novelist and literary critic Caroline Gordon writes a nine-page letter
to O’Connor regarding the draft-form of Wise Blood.' Gordon praises O’Connor for her
current draft: “I admire tremendously the hard core of dramatic action in this book. I

»2 The remainder of the letter entails a number of

certainly wouldn’t want to soften it up.
recommendations to improve the flow and clarity of Wise Blood: “I think that the whole
book would gain by not being so stripped, so bare, by surrounding the core of action with
some contrasting material.”> Gordon jests that the bare quality of O’Connor’s draft runs
“the danger of making excessive demands of readers. He is not very bright you know,
and the most intelligent person, when he is reading fiction, switches his intellect off
and—if the author does what he is trying to do—Tlistens like a three or thirteen year old

child.”* Gordon identifies Wise Blood’s crucial scene, where Haze Motes is pulled over

by the police officer, as a place that O’Connor moves too quickly in a way that minimizes

" This letter is found in Sally Fitzgerald, “A Master Class: From the Correspondence of Caroline
Gordon and Flannery O’Connor,” The Georgia Review 33 (1979): 831-46.

* Fitzgerald, “Master Class,” 832.
? Fitzgerald, “Master Class,” 833.

* Fitzgerald, “Master Class,” 834.
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the impact of the episode on readers. The final form of Wise Blood indicates that
O’Connor heeded Gordon’s advice but only to a certain degree, for O’Connor still
demands a lot—some might say too much—of readers in the novel’s final events that
conclude with Hazel’s self-blinding.

In this chapter, I explore the relationship between Gordon and O’Connor to
illuminate how Gordon’s expectations for O’Connor’s writing style were met and
thwarted throughout O’Connor’s writing career. While one can never get inside the mind
of another, my exploration will raise the central question of intention regarding
O’Connor’s temperamental reception of Gordon’s advice: why did O’Connor accept
some, but not all of Gordon’s recommended changes? My exploration begins with a brief
look at Caroline Gordon’s narrative style in her most famous story “Old Red” to place the
narrative style between master and student in stark relief. I then move to an overview of
the contours and influence of New Criticism—Gordon being one of its strongest
advocates—on O’Connor. I continue by attending to the mentoring relationship that
began in the revisions of O’Connor’s first major publication and ended with O’Connor’s
untimely death. Finally, I turn to a closer reading of the correspondence between Gordon
and O’Connor in the drafting of Wise Blood that typifies the extent to which O’Connor
followed her writing mentor’s advice. Through both wide and narrow examinations of
their relationship, the contours of O’Connor’s particular style of storytelling—which at
times frustrated and confounded Gordon—will be drawn out. Summarily, despite

Gordon’s ongoing insistence that O’Connor add more meat, as it were, to her bare-boned
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stories, O’Connor’s stories never stray too far from the lean style of storytelling found in

Wise Blood.”

Caroline Gordon’s “Old Red”
Because this chapter’s concern centers around the Caroline Gordon’s evaluation
of Flannery O’Connor’s fiction, I begin with a brief look at Gordon’s own writing style at

250

work in her most famous story, “Old Red.”” Gordon’s fiction is known for its use of

symbol. The function of symbolism in her fiction, as one critic comments, “moves

7 O’Connor notes that Gordon’s use of

toward abstraction rather than proceeds from it.
symbol in “Old Red” served as an introduction to “what I could be expected to do with a
symbol” (HB, 200).

The employment of symbol in “Old Red” revolves around the story’s namesake: a

fox named Old Red. The aged protagonist Aleck Maury recalls his first sighting of Old

Red:

> It must be noted that while I could make judgments about Gordon’s theological or philosophical
impulse for recommending the radical changes and therein argue for Gordon’s deficient theological
imagination when confronted with the imaginative and theological artistry of O’Connor, I am avoiding this
line of argumentation all together. My concern in this chapter is to establish O’Connor’s distinctive
paratactic style. It also must be said that O’Connor took the majority of Gordon’s advice and her stories are
better for it. To pit Gordon against O’Connor undercuts their important mentoring relationship. Gordon
herself recognized the genius and originality of O’Connor’s work and saw her advice as an offering, not a
mandate, for O’Connor’s consideration: “I feel like a fool when I criticise your stories. I think you are a
genius... I might as well come out with it. I also think you are one of the most original writers now
practising. It really is presumptuous for me to offer you suggestions. But you have asked for them and since
you have more talent and more humility than most of the young people who ask for my criticism I shall just
set forth my notions as they come into my head” (“Comment and analysis 2nd revision, January 21, 1958,”
box 56, folder 9, Coll. 1101, Sally Fitzgerald papers, Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library, Emory
University).

® Caroline Gordon, Old Red and Other Stories (NY: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1963).
" Tom Landess, “Introduction,” The Short Fiction of Caroline Gordon: A Critical Symposium, Studies

in Literature (University of Dallas). Southern Series. (Irving, TX: University of Dallas Press, 1972), 2,
italics his.
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An image had risen in his memory, an image that was familiar but came to him
infrequently of late and that only in moments of elation: the wide field in front of
his uncle’s house... They would be waiting there in that broad plain when they
had the first sight of the fox. On that little rise by the river, loping steadily, not yet
alarmed. The sun would glint on his bright coat, on his quick turning head as he
dove into the dark woods.®

At the story’s close, the elderly Maury again recalls Old Red:

He ran slowly, past the big boulder, past the blasted pine to where the shadow of

the Pinnacle Rock was black across the path. He ran on and the shadow swayed

and rose to meet him. Its cool touch was on his tongue, his heaving flanks. He had

slipped in under it. He was sitting down, panting, in black dark, on moist earth

while the hounds’ baying filled the valley and reverberated on the mountainside.’
In both of these reflections on the fox, Aleck Maury returns to the present: in the first
instance his memories of exhilarating hunts shift to his present walk along the riverbank
with his fishing rod, and in the second instance the movement from the memory of Old
Red resting his well-worked body on cool rock to the old man lying in bed imagining his
deceased wife. The vibrant and striking images of Old Red reverberate against Maury, a
feeble man who now takes up fishing rather than the hunt and lies awake at night
groaning in pain and remembering days gone by.

Gordon’s narration of Maury’s recollection of the fox evidences her artistry in
symbolic description. O’Connor praises Gordon’s ability to introduce readers to “a
complete world” where “the meaning comes from the things themselves and not her
imposing anything. Right when you finish reading, you don’t think you’ve read anything,

but the more you think about it the more it grows” (HB, 187). O’Connor is not alone in

this assessment. One review of “Old Red” describes her world-making skill as a kind of

% Gordon, “Old Red,” 134.

? Gordon, “Old Red,” 146.
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“telling” by making a subtle “showing” of “selected details that form the basis of realistic
fiction.”'” Gordon’s fiction thus extends from the concrete to the abstract as her narrative
Gordon’s literary style works “from the inner reality outward.”"!

The majority of the story narrates the interior life of Aleck Maury, playing out his
memories of the past and his feelings about the present as he lies in bed at night. The
interiority of Gordon’s story contrasts starkly with O’Connor’s focus on the action of her
characters that rarely offers glimpses into their interior thoughts and feelings. Gordon’s
interior world is filled with rich description—as seen in Maury’s description of the fox
sightings—while O’Connor’s spare style leaves readers with ample interpretive work to
fill-in a scene. That is, Gordon’s hypotactic style, when set alongside O’Connor’s
paratactic narrative style, reveals the essential difference between Gordon and O’Connor.

I avoid making any critical assessment of the quality of Gordon’s work in
comparison to O’Connor’s fiction. Instead, this brief look at “Old Red” reveals the
disparate styles of the two authors. O’Connor welcomed Gordon’s advice yet never
adopted the interior-focused and luxurious narrative style found in “Old Red.” As will be
seen in the remainder of the chapter, the relationship between O’Connor and Gordon was
always tense: O’Connor the student sought to learn from her teacher but, at times,
remained unwilling to flesh out scenes that Gordon recommended as guides to the reader.
As a result: O’Connor never ceases to make tremendous interpretive demands on the

reader.

' Robert A. Wiggins, “Caroline Gordon: ‘Old Red and Other Stories’ (Book Review),” Studies in
Short Fiction 1 (1963): 67.

" Wiggins, “Caroline Gordon: “Old Red,” 68.
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New Criticism, Gordon, and O’Connor

In Flannery O’Connor, Walker Percy, and the Aesthetic of Revelation, John D.
Sykes Jr. dedicates a chapter to exploring O’Connor’s relationship with New Criticism,
the dominant interpretive method in the mid-twentieth century America.'”> Sykes
introduces Caroline Gordon as a striking influence on O’Connor, as well as fellow
contemporary southern writer, Walker Percy:

Along with her husband, Allen Tate, Gordon represented three allegiances that

help us place O’Connor and Percy in context: she was closely committed to a

theory of literature we may broadly call New Critical, she was a self-conscious

Roman Catholic and she was a southerner. Although Percy’s philosophical

interest in language theory and his inclination toward the novel of ideas would

lead him away from New Critical ideas, O’Connor seems to have resonated

deeply with the older writer’s [i.e., Gordon’s] views on the nature of fiction. And

this New Critical bent was to have consequences for her fiction."
Sykes identifies the influence of New Criticism on O’Connor as beginning prior to her
relationship with Gordon during her graduate studies at the University of lowa in 1945:
“Although as a whole the lTowa’s Writer’s Workshop was a hardly a New Critical
bootcamp...clearly the atmosphere was permeated with the attitudes and the personalities

of the movement.”!*

New Criticism is centered on showing over telling within narrative,
an idea which Sykes identifies in Gordon’s advice to O’Connor again and again: “‘Don’t

state, render!””"” Sykes recognizes this New Critical emphasis on rendering as one of the

12 John D. Sykes Ir., Flannery O’Connor, Walker Percy, and the Aesthetic of Revelation (Columbia,
MO: University of Missouri, 2007), “Chapter One: O’Connor and New Criticism,” 9-38.

13 Sykes, Aesthetic of Revelation, 10.
' Sykes, Aesthetic of Revelation, 11.

15 Sykes, Aesthetic of Revelation, 17.
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two poles of O’Connor’s fiction, the other being Catholic dogma.'® Sykes states the
tension between these two poles summarily: “She [O’Connor] believed she had
something of great importance to say to an audience who greatly needed to hear it, yet
she was committed to a poetics that prized ambiguity.”'” O’Connor’s literary identity
encapsulates two distinct influences: the New Critics’ prizing of ambiguity and the
prophetic voice of the Catholic faith in the modern world.

Sarah Gordon comments on how these two poles—the New Critical and
theological—reveal O’Connor’s struggle to find her authorial voice in drafting of Wise
Blood: “a work deeply influenced by O’Connor’s reading in the moderns, her
assimilation of the New Criticism, and the emergence of a stringent Catholicism as the
bedrock of her fiction”'® S. Gordon’s dismissive notion of the stringency of O’Connor’s
religion prompts her negative conclusion that O’Connor forced her fiction to fall in line
with the patriarchy of the Roman Catholic Church."” Even so, S. Gordon helpfully points
out that the many drafts of Wise Blood disclose the “painstaking process of the novel’s
creation and the author’s groping for subject matter consonant with her Christian vision

20 While the extent to which one

and with the stylistic demands of the New Criticism.
can distinguish between O’Connor’s Christian vision and New Criticism’s literary style is

rather more complicated than S. Gordon presents—an issue which serves as a central

1 Sykes, Aesthetic of Revelation, 17.
17 Sykes, Aesthetic of Revelation, 19.
18 Gordon, Obedient Imagination, 89.

' This critique of the RCC’s patriarchal influence serves as the central theme for S. Gordon’s feminist
reading of O’Connor’s fiction in Obedient Imagination.

20 Gordon, Obedient Imagination, 89
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feature of this dissertation—identifying O’Connor as both Catholic and New Critic
reinforces Sykes’ overall assessment.

To understand the atmosphere of New Criticism requires a quick overview of its
rise and central tenets.”' New Critics are characterized by a concern for close and careful
reading of texts where the concern is primarily with the text itself, rather than attempting
to get behind or around the text. This form of criticism arose in direct response to a
scientifically-oriented academy that some identified as failing to engage imaginatively
with primary texts.”> As one author notes: “This [failure of attention to the text] is where
the New Critics came in: they managed persuasively to trace the contours of a text-
centered approach, giving substance to the phrase ‘the text itself” and demonstrating in
action the interpretive tools the study of the text required.”* Pedagogically, the concern
to return to the text itself enabled teachers to empower their students to engage and
interpret texts from the outset of their studies without requiring the acquisition of
laborious pre-reading strategies.** A prime example of this concern for students to
approach literature directly is seen in Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren’s

Understanding Fiction, which, first published in 1943, served as a text in one of

' T follow Sykes lead when he notes that “New Criticism itself is better understood as a collection of
attitudes and orientations than as a critical system” (Sykes, Aesthetic of Revelation, 12, italics added).

*2 William E. Cain, “Literary Criticism, Vol. 5 of The Cambridge History of American Literature,
Sacvan Bercovitch and Cyrus R. K. Patell, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 505. Cain
notes: “The rise of the New Criticism, then, occurred because of demands inside and outside the academy
for an end to traditional forms of scholarship and literary appreciation; these were judged to be
conservative, irrelevant, irresponsible, and at odds with creative writing and cultural needs. Almost always
these calls were accompanied by a commitment to primary texts and by the appeal that the academy end its
ivory-tower detachment. Few people during the 1920s and early 1930s were sure what examining the text
itself might actually entail or how, specifically, it would supply English departments with a social mission.
They knew what was needed but not how to do it” (505).

 Cains, “Literary Criticism,” 505.

** Cains, “Literary Criticism,” 544.
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O’Connor’s 1945 classes at the Iowa’s Writers Workshop.** In the book’s preface
entitled “Letter to the Teacher,” the authors lay out their central and quintessential New
Critical claim:
This book is based on the belief that the student can best be brought to an
appreciation of the more broadly human values implicit in fiction by a course of
study which aims at the close analytical and interpretive reading of concrete
examples. It seems to us that the student may best come to understand a given
piece of fiction by understanding the functions of the various elements which go
to make up fiction and by understanding their relationships to each other in the
whole construct.*
New Criticism certainly did not ignore formalist concerns for structure and textual
patterns, but it returned the delight of reading to the classroom, enabling students to be
drawn into the text without being bogged down by background ideology, historiography,
and so on.”” The central aim was to imbue students with an appreciation of the irreducible
quality of fiction, whose meaning cannot be encapsulated in an abstract propositions.
In the appendix to Understanding Fiction, entitled “Technical Problems and
Principles in the Composition of Fiction—a Summary,” one gains insight into how New

Criticism translates into judgments about good and less good artistry. While there is “no

single, special technique or formula for writing good fiction,” it must authentically

3 Sykes, Aesthetic of Revelation, 11.

*% Cleanth Brooks Jr. and Robert Penn Warren, Understanding Fiction, Second Edition (NY: Appleton
Century-Crofts, 1959), xiii-xiv.

*7 Despite the great benefit wrought by New Criticism’s concern with a return to the text itself, it
suffered from a lack of concern for authorial intention. Cains notes that the New Critics either downplayed
or even ignored the plight of and discrimination against African Americans and women (Cain, “Literary
Criticism,” 547-558). Thus did the “fiercest opposition” to New Ceritics arise during the heightened social
awareness of the 1960s and 70s: “They [social protestors] declared that pious talk about aesthetic values
and reverence for close reading of literature cloaked anti-human institutional realities and prevented
students from striving to end the evils of the world outside the academy” (560).
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represent human experience.”® Narratival unity remains central to the artistic rendering of
what is distinctively human:
A good writer knows in his very bones that fiction involves not the mere
exploiting of a bag of tricks, but the careful study of the possible relationships
among the numerous elements which go to make up a piece of fiction. He knows
that characterization, setting and atmosphere, plot, style, tone, symbolism, theme,
and various other elements must be functionally related to each other to create a
real unity—a unity in which every part bears an expressive relation to the other
par‘[s.29
Brooks and Warren proceed to lay out ten central features that writers must attend
to in order to achieve a “real unity” of story to their readers: 1) how a story begins,
including vital background information; 2) sufficient descriptive rendering of setting and
scene; 3) story’s mood; 4) right sort and amount of character and setting description; 5)
key illuminating moments; 6) a decisive climactic moment; 7) narrative tension building
towards illuminating moment; 8) clear trajectory of interest guiding readers to central
conflict; 9) sufficient denouement; and 10) portrayal of characters dynamic