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 I want you to notice something about Flannery O’Connor’s name.  There are two 

N’s in Flannery and there is one E, F-l-a-n-n-e-r-y.  That’s Flannery.  O’Connor, the 

vowels are all O’s, O-c-o-n-n-o-r.  So please spell her name right.  I think she deserves 

that much. 

 Her dates tell their own story.  1925 to 1964.  She died when she was 39 years 

old of lupus, a degenerative disease.  It’s tuberculosis of the skin originally but 

sometimes it gets into the joints.  Her father died from it at a young age so she knew 

she had it.  They treated it with cortisone and aspirin and other things.  But when she 

was in her 20's, she had to use crutches. 

 My favorite photograph of Flannery O’Connor — and I’ve forgotten the kind of 

crest you call this, but there’s a thing that comes around the arm here and then you 

grab another thing here and kind of work ‘em this way.  She’s in her front yard at 

Andelusia — that was the name of her plantation.  In Georgia, a farm is a plantation.  

And there are a lot of steps that lead up to the front porch.  I’ve often kind of wondered 

about that.  Also in the yard is a peacock or  a peafowl — well, this in case was a 

peacock.  But she raised them.  A lot of people don’t like the things and she has a 

wonderful essay on why people don’t like ‘em and why she does like ‘em.  But they 

have such a terrible sound — you know, that cry.  Some people compare it to the sound 

of a woman in distress.  You’ve all heard that, I hope.  But they’re beautiful.  You 

haven’t heard a peacock?  Go out to Dickerson Park Zoo and you can hear a peacock.  

There was one — last spring, I guess it was — I was at the zoo and this peacock was 

going into a display with his big tail, and he was tch-tch-tch, doing all that stuff, and a 
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woman said to her little boy, “He’s mad about something.”  He’s mad about that peahen 

that’s sitting on the top of that cage right over here.  But she loved ‘em, and even 

though they broke her fences down and ate her roses.  I just like to think of Flannery 

O’Connor with all those peacocks. 

 Andelusia is no longer even in the family hands now.  I believe it was sold.  And a 

friend of mine who lives near there, Milledgeville, Georgia — he’s the Chairman of the 

English Department at Georgia State College — said that a few years ago one of the 

peacocks, the last remaining peacock, showed up at the Holiday Inn, standing there 

looking into the pool, and he was the last one that was ever seen.  So nobody really 

knows the fate of the things. 

 It is important to know that Flannery O’Connor was a devout Roman Catholic.  It 

informs every bit of her fiction.  In fact, some of the best criticism written about Flannery 

O’Connor was written by Catholic critics.  When you read her stories, you might 

sometimes say, “This is a Christian point of view — or a Christian subject matter?”  But 

they are.  She has two novels, Wise Blood (1952) and The Violent Bear It Away (1960).  

I don’t recommend either one of them.  But if you do choose to read one of them, Wise 

Blood, I think, is probably the best. 

 She’s at her best at short story.  I once assigned a whole collection of Flannery 

O’Connor short stories and I’ll never do that again — well, not the whole collection, but 

about 10 stories — because we realized that they are a little bit repetitive.  She often 

has an older person, usually an older woman, who has a comeuppance, some kind of 

dramatic apocalyptic conclusion to the story in which she receives some kind of 
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revelation.  It’s fun to read, but after a while you start to recognize this pattern.  I don’t 

think it has anything to do with Flannery’s living with her mother all those years.  She 

referred to her mother as her parent, but quite often it’s the mother of another character. 

 I said revelation.  For instance, in one of her stories called “Revelation,” this 

woman is at the doctor’s office and she’s just real proud of herself.  And she’s looking 

around at the other patients in the room and thinking about how superior she is to them, 

and she wonders whether they’ll even be allowed in Heaven.  And it comes up 

somehow that they raise hogs.  And this woman — and she is already identified as 

being trashy, not up to her standards — says, “I wouldn’t have anything to do with no 

hogs.”  And she says, “They’re very clean.  My husband scoots ‘em down with a hose 

every night.”  And she says, “I wouldn’t scoot down no hog with a hose.”  And this is 

going on this way.  In the meantime, there’s a young woman with a college book, 

reading some kind of college text, who keeps staring at this old woman, listening to her 

looking down on everybody else.  And finally she throws the book at her.  Strikes her 

with it.  And the next thing you know, she’s at her throat and has her on the floor.  

Before they pull her off she says, “Why don’t you go back to Hell where you came from, 

you old warthog.”  By that time of the story you really feel with the girl who’s attacking 

the woman. 

 There’s another one called “Everything that Rises Must Converge” about this 

really kind of a nice lady.  She’s a nice lady but she’s old-fashioned, she’s stuck in her 

old ways, in her — she’s unreconstructed.  We’ll put it that way.  This is in the South in 

the ‘50s.  And she and her son are riding on a city bus and she condescends to this 
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young little black boy who’s about five years old.  Gives him a nickel and talks about 

how cute he is, and this and that.  Her hat is identical to the hat of the boy’s mother 

who’s also on the bus, and who takes umbrage at the way this woman is behaving 

towards her child.  And when they get off the bus — this is when she gives the kid the 

nickel — the boy’s mother whacks her upside the head with her purse and she winds up 

sitting on the sidewalk and has a stroke, we’re led to understand before it’s over with.  

But the truth had to hit her, you know, kind of literally. 

 I imagine everybody in here — I don’t think I’m ruining all these stories for you.  I 

think you’re just gonna run right out and buy ‘em.  “A Good Man is Hard to Find.”  Do 

you remember the end of that?  The grandma didn’t want to go to Florida.  Remember 

that?  It’s a family trip, Bailey boy and the mother and the little baby and June Star.  

What’s the little boy’s name?  John Wesley.  And they’re all in this car, leaving Atlanta to 

go down to Florida. And Pitysing, the cat, who was not supposed to be along on the trip 

but the grandma sneaked it into the car, jumps up and lands on the back of Bailey’s 

neck.  He wrecks the car.  They’re all trying to recover from it.  The grandma says, “I 

believe I have injured an organ.”  June Star is saying, “We had an accident.”  June Star 

is horrible.  I hate June Star, too. 

 When here come these convicts, escaped convicts, and they’d just been hearing 

these reports on the radio.  And she says to him, “I believe I know who you are.  You’re 

the misfit.”  And he says, “Madam, it’d been a good thing if you hadn’t of reckernized 

me.”  One of the wonderful things about Flannery O’Connor is the language.  

“Reckernized” me.  And he goes on to tell her his story and he says his problem to his 
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tragedy, while meanwhile his boys are taking the family, one by one, into the woods and 

shooting them.  You just see them going off and you hear the shot.  It’s really 

unfortunate when the mother and the little baby go off and you hear “bang-bang.” 

 Grandma, in the meantime, is trying to talk to him.  She says, “Why, you could’ve 

been one of my own boys.  You could’ve been.”  And he says, “Jesus shouldn’t have 

done what he did.  He shouldn’t have raised the dead without my being there to see it 

so I know it was true.  Otherwise, all you’ve got to do is just live your life the way it’s fun 

and the only pleasures in doing meanness to people or take your chances.”  He’s kind 

of putting the Christian choice up there. 

 Anyway, she’s saying, “Pray, pray, pray.  Jesus, Jesus.”  And he shoots her, 

several times, right in the stomach, and she goes over in a puddle of blood.  And one of 

his henchmen says, “She was a talker, wasn’t she?”  And he says — first he goes, 

“Whooee, some fun.”  And he says, “Shut up, Bobby Lee.  It’s no real pleasure in life.”  

And he says, “She was a talker, wasn’t she?”  And he said, “She’d have been a good 

woman if there’d been somebody there to shoot her every day of her life.”   

 But what I’m leaving out is that all the preceding part of this, you realize that this 

grandmother is vain, is selfish, is arrogant, is just an awful old lady.  But she achieves 

some kind of state of grace under the threat of the gun of the misfit.  I know that’s a 

stretch.  Oh, I could tell you some more.  Well, Miss Greenleaf who orders this bull 

executed and she’s sitting on the runningboard of the car when the bull runs out of the 

woods and gores her.  It says, “She’s leaning over as if she was whispering something 

into his ear.”  The irony, of course, is the bull wasn’t even interested in her.  It likes to 
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ram fenders.  And she happened to be in the way.  I guess you just really can’t tell — if 

you tell Flannery O’Connor’s plots, they’re just sort of bare and awful, aren’t they?  But 

they’re so much fun.  Don’t you like a little violence in your stories, you know, to leaven 

out your theology while you’re getting it?  Well, I’m leaving out several. 

 Well, you’ve got a good example today with “A Good Man is Hard to Find” — I 

mean “Good Country People.”  Back on that headnote, just a couple more things to 

mention.  One of the outstanding attributes of her style is her reproduction of the dialect 

of the South.  She was born in Savannah but she grew up and lived most of her live in 

Milledgeville, Georgia.  She went to Georgia State College for Women, GSCW, which is 

now Georgia State College.  And she listened.  She had a tremendous ear.  And she 

observed. 

 I used to think — because I grew up in Little Rock, I thought I was from the 

South.  I thought I had grown up in the South.  But then I lived in the South.  I lived in 

Georgia and I lived in South Carolina for a while.  And when I read Flannery O’Connor 

and Tennessee Williams and things like that I thought, “Well, they’re making all this up.”  

No.  No, they’re not.  This is very, very, very accurate.  The situations and the 

characters that she describes.  She famously said, “Anything that comes out of the 

South is gonna be called grotesque by Northern readers, unless it is grotesque, in which 

case it’s going to be called realistic.”  Well, watch the language. 

 She says, “The emphasis is on the sharp eye and the ability to tell a tale and 

keep it moving inevitably towards completion.  These completions are usually violent, 

occurring when the character--in many cases a woman--must confront an experience 
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that she cannot handle by the old trustworthy language and habit-hardened responses.”  

Trustworthy language translation: cliches. 

 If you notice — well, let’s look at her.  Mrs. Hopewell.  How many cliches come 

out of her mouth?  One after the other.  The problem with cliches is that people who 

think in cliches don’t think any further.  That’s enough.  That’s — well, guns don’t kill 

people — you know.  Yeah, they do.  Bullets kill people, actually, when you get down to 

it, when you start thinking about it.  But if you say, “Well, guns don’t kill people.  You 

know, you can kill somebody with a kitchen chair if you want to.”  Yeah, it takes a long 

time.  You can do it.  You’ve really gotta stay mad.  Be that as it may.  Let’s watch that. 

 “Good Country People” is 1955.  One of you said you were outraged by this or 

incensed?  Incensed.  I think one characteristic of Flannery O’Connor stories is you 

don’t forget ‘em.  I remember the first time I read this one.  I was appalled.  But you 

don’t walk away from it, either.  You don’t say, “Well, I wonder what’s gonna happen,” 

you know, and just let it go.  You did finish it. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, look at how she does this.  Her daughter’s real name is Joy.  Mrs. 

Hopewell.  You get the names?  But she changes it to the ugliest name she can think of, 

Hulga, which always makes her mother think of a battleship somehow.  But she has 

Mrs. Freeman, this hired woman, even though the reference that they gave — the man 

said, “I wouldn’t have that woman on my place again for anything ‘cause she has to 

have her nose into everything.”  And Mrs. Freeman obviously does.  

 I like the way she always shows up when they’re eating their meal and hangs 
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around and watches ‘em eat it, you know.  And leans against the refrigerator or up 

against the heater or something, and makes her sardonic comments.  She’s very 

interested in Hulga’s leg, which we learn was blown off in a hunting accident when she 

was 10, because she likes things like that. She likes diseases, preferably the incurable 

and lingering kinds of disease.  Like when she was talking about her daughter: “She had 

this sty.”  You have to know this kind — she had this sty.  Not a sty; she had this sty.  

But she knows they’re not trash.  They’re good country people so she keeps ‘em 

around. 

 Bottom 2212: “Mrs. Hopewell had no bad qualities of her own but she was able to 

use other people’s in such a constructive way that she never felt the lack.”  That’s the 

other brilliant thing that I’d like to point out about Flannery O’Connor.  Is, without using 

first person, this is almost indirect discourse.  Without using first person, she uses the 

attitude and in a way the language of the people she’s talking about.  In other words, an 

omniscient author is not telling us that Mrs. Hopewell had no bad qualities of her own.  

We can see right away that she thinks and speaks in cliches.  There’s a pretty bad 

quality.  But this is her opinion. 

 Look at what she says: 

Nothing is perfect.  This was one of Mrs. Hopewell’s favorite sayings.  Another 

was:  that is life!  And still another, the most important, was: well, other people 

have their opinions too.  She would make these statements, usually at the table, 

in a tone of gentle insistence as if no one held them but her . . . 

Oh, I didn’t read that right.  Look how she’d say it.  “Nothing is perfect.  I’m the one who 
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knows that and I’m telling you.  That is life.”  Don’t you hate it when somebody’s telling 

you some kind of truism with a cliche as if they’re revealing the truth to you for the first 

time? 

 And, of course, Joy has constant outrage which has obliterated every expression 

from her face, and she would just stare a little to the left side of her, “her eyes icy blue, 

with the look of someone who has achieved blindness by an act of will and means to 

keep it.”   

“Everybody is different,” Mrs. Hopewell said. 

 “Yes, most people is,” Mrs. Freeman said. 

 “It takes all kinds to make the world.”  

 “I always said it did myself.” 

 “The girl was used to this kind of dialogue for breakfast.”  

 The girl is how old?  Thirty-two.  What does she tell the Bible salesman?  

Seventeen?  Well, at any rate, we hear the story about her leg and about her name.  

We later find out that she went to graduate school and came back with a Ph.D.  This 

upsets her mother because you can say, “My daughter’s a nurse” or “My daughter’s a 

schoolteacher” or even “My daughter’s a chemical engineer.”  But how can you say “My 

daughter’s a philosopher”? 

 She also points out — now, whose opinion is this?  Not the author’s.  She was 

brilliant but she didn’t have a grain of sense.  Which is — oh, I hate to back up cliches, 

often true sometimes of people with advanced degrees.  They might have brilliant minds 

but can’t figure out ordinary facts of life. 
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 Bottom of page 2214.  Mrs. Hopewell would think that if Hulga would only keep 

herself up a little, she wouldn’t be so bad looking.  “There was nothing wrong with her 

face that a pleasant expression wouldn’t help.  Mrs. Hopewell said that people who 

looked on the bright side of things would be beautiful even if they were not.”  And so this 

is where this — I’m trying to find where it says, “Woman, do you ever look at yourself?” 

 There we are.  Okay.  Right after she was brilliant but she didn’t have a grain of 

sense.  “To her own mother she said--without warning” — and I like the way O’Connor 

sets this up.  We know what she said that made Hulga so angry, but we’re not told until 

the end of the paragraph. 

To her own mother she had said--without warning, without excuse, standing up in 

the middle of a meal with her face purple and her mouth half full--”Woman! Do 

you ever look inside?  Do you ever look inside and see what you are not not?  

God!” she had cried sinking down again and staring at her plate, “Malebranche 

was right: we are not our own light.  We are not our own light!”  Mrs. Hopewell 

had no idea to this day what brought that on.  She had only made the remark, 

hoping Joy would take it in, that a smile never hurt anyone. 

I like it the way she does it that way.  And that way I can look back and imagine the 

scene when she said that and Hulga — “Woman!” 

 Well, some more of the dialect — the very bottom of that page.  “She thrown up 

four times after supper.”  Actually in parts of Georgia that’d be “thown up.” t-h-o-w-n.  “I 

was up twict,” t-w-i-c-t, “twict in the night.”  Well — or the young man who tells her that 

he believes in Chrustian service.  You ever heard anybody say that?  Chrustian service.   
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He says, “I see you have no family Bible in your parlor” — I’m two-thirds down on 2216 

— I see that is the one lack you got!” 

Mrs. Hopewell could not say, “My daughter is an atheist and won’t let me keep 

the Bible in the parlor.”  She said, stiffening slightly, “I keep my Bible by my 

bedside.”  This was not the truth.  It was in the attic somewhere. 

 Top of 2217.  He says, 

“Well lady, I’ll tell you the truth--not many people want to buy one nowadays and 

besides, I know I’m real simple.  I don’t know how to say a thing but to say it.  I’m 

just a country boy.”   

Watch out when you hear somebody say, “I’m just a country boy.” 

He glanced up into her unfriendly face.  “People like you don’t like to fool with 

country people like me!” 

“Why!” she cried, “good country people are the salt of the earth!  Besides, we all 

have different ways of doing, it takes all kinds to make the world go ‘round.  

That’s life!” 

“You said a mouthful,” he said. 

 He said, “I didn’t intraduce myself” — i-n-t-r-a-d-u-c-e, intraduce myself.  In “A 

Good Man is Hard to Find,” the misfit says — he says, “I’ve been in the arm service” — 

a-r-m service, in the arm service.  He didn’t know how to spell armed service — 

pronounce armed service.  Hulga says, “Get rid of the salt of the earth and let’s eat.”  

He’s got a heart condition.  He may not live.  Oh, I know.  I’m getting carried away here.  

I need to just keep getting through this. 
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 We hear about the sty and it’s cured by the guy that’s going to chiropractor 

school. 

Nome, she says.  He asked her to marry him.  Well, at any rate, we’ll skip to the barn.  

After he has — and is noticed, too, by the hired lady — that after he has encountered 

Hulga and says, “I think you’re different.  I admire you because you don’t have a leg,” 

and this and that, and so they go walking.  He says, “I guess God takes care of you” — 

page 2221. 

“No,” she said, looking forward and walking fast, “I don’t even believe in God.” 

 At this he stopped and whistled.  “No!” he exclaimed as if he were too 

astonished to say anything else. 

Then he kisses her, her first kiss. 

The kiss, which had more pressure than feeling behind it, produced that extra 

surge of adrenalin in the girl that enables one to carry a packed trunk out of a 

burning house, but in her, the power went at once to the brain.  She had never 

been kissed before and she was pleased to discover that it was an unexceptional 

experience and all a matter of the mind’s control.   

 When did you realize — well, I don’t know.  When did you realize what’s going on 

here, about how deluded she is?  Is it not until he begins to — well like, “Open up that 

Bible.”  That’s one.  They climb the ladder and he says, “We can’t go up there.”  “Why 

not?”  I think that’s great that she does it.   

“We won’t need the Bible,” she observed. 

  “You never can tell,” he said. 
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 Oh, well, I don’t want to gross us all out with this methodical kissing of her face, 

making little noises like a fish.  I mean, he’s such an attractive guy with his pantleg 

halfway up his leg.  “He did not remove his hat but it was pushed far enough back not to 

interfere.  When her glasses got in his way, he took them off of her and slipped them 

into his pocket.”  You need to notice this.  He never gives her her glasses back.  That’s 

why it’s such a green sea fog she’s looking at out the barn window when she sees him 

run away. 

 But he insists in his romantic way.  “You got to say it” — top of the next page — 

he repeated.  “You got to say you love me.” 

 “In a sense,” she began, “if you use the word loosely, you might say that.  

But it’s not a word I use.  I don’t have illusions.  I’m one of those people who see 

through to nothing.” 

Remember there was that quote from the 17th century philosopher before about 

nothingness and all that, and that it appalled her mother so much she couldn’t speak or 

talk for a couple of days practically. 

 She sees through to nothing.  She understands neolism.  She understands the 

abyss.  She understands.  She is not an illusionist.  She’s not a romantic.  She is not 

transcendent. 

The boy was frowning.  “You got to say it.  I said it and you got to say it,” he said. 

The girl looked at him almost tenderly.  “You poor baby,” she murmured.  “It’s just 

as well you don’t understand,” and she pulled him by the neck, face-down 

against her.  “We are all damned,” she said, “but some of us have taken off our 
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blindfolds and see that there’s nothing to see.  It’s a kind of salvation.” 

 “But do you love me or don’tcher?”  All this philosophy, all this Ph.D. stuff is going 

right by or maybe it’s not.  Finally she says, “I am thirty years old.  I have a number of 

degrees.”  She still can’t bring herself to tell him her correct age.  But then she finally 

says yes, that she loves him. 

“Okay then,” he said, letting her go.  “Prove it.” 

She smiled, looking dreamily out on the shifty landscape.  She had seduced him 

without even making up her mind to try.  “How?” she asked, feeling that he 

should be delayed a little. 

 He leaned over and put his lips to her ear.  “Show me where your wooden 

leg joins on,” he whispered. 

That’s about the time that my blood curdled.  First time I read that.  She’s shocked, not 

so much by the obscenity of the suggestion, but the fact that she is very, very sensitive 

about this artificial limb.  As sensitive as a peacock about his tail.  And Flannery knew 

about this. 

 Anyway, she says, “Why do you want to see it?”  He says, “It’s what makes you 

different.”  And she decides, well, she’s finally come face to face with real innocence 

and she surrenders to him.  “‘All right,’ it was like surrendering to him completely.  It was 

like losing her own life and finding it again, miraculously, in his.”  Do you get that 

Christian echo, lose your life in order to save it? 

 Well, at any rate, he gets the leg off and sets it behind her, and she says, “Put it 

back on.”  “Not yet.”  Then he gets that Bible out and in case you didn’t read it, it’s 
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hollowed out with a pocket flask of whiskey, a pack of pornographic playing cards, and a 

box of condoms.  She said, “We won’t need the Bible.”  “You never know.”  Then she 

says, when she sees what’s in that box and he hands her the bottle and says “Take a 

swig,”  

“Aren’t you,” she murmured, “aren’t you just good country people?” 

“Yeah,” he said, curling his lip slightly, “but it ain’t held me back none.  I’m as 

good as you any day in the week.” 

“Give me my leg,” she said. 

I don’t know how many times she says that.  “Give me my leg.”  And the reader is going, 

“Give her her leg.” 

 Her face was almost purple.  “You’re a Christian!” she hissed., “You’re a 

fine Christian!” 

And here is the violent confrontation that seems to be so often in Flannery O’Connor’s 

stories. 

“You’re just like them all--say one thing and do another.  You’re a perfect 

Christian, you’re . . .” 

The boy’s mouth was set angrily.  “I hope you don’t think,” he said in a lofty 

indignant tone, “that I believe in that crap!  I may sell Bibles but I know which end 

is up and I wasn’t born yesterday and I know where I’m going!” 

“Give me my leg!” she screeched.   

And he tells her, “One time I got a woman’s glass eye this way.”  And then the central 

thought.  “I’ll tell you another thing, Hulga,” he said, using the name as if he didn’t think 
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much of it, “you ain’t so smart.  I been believing in nothing every since I was born!”  And 

then off he goes, with the leg, with the glasses, and leaving her in the barn loft.  And the 

reading going, “Oh, what was that?” 

 Where’s the Christian message in this?  Where is the theological message that 

we can pick up from this horrific incident?  Do what?  Believe fornication?  I don’t think 

that’s exactly the message.  What had Hulga achieved?  What kind of peace had she 

assumed she’d achieved through all her studies and her intellect and her this-and-that?  

That she wasn’t a dupe, that she didn’t think in cliches like her mother.  She saw the 

truth and she saw things plain on.  And this boy, this Bible salesman, that she takes to 

be such a rube — which he is in many ways — but she says she’s confronted — finally 

seen pure innocence.  She has looked at nothingness and seen its face before, and 

now she’s come across innocence.  She’s finally come across evil, pure depravity.  This 

boy is evil.  In Christian theology men are evil.  They’re depraved.  And here he is.  The 

existential philosophers, which she obviously wants to be or considers herself to be, that 

she doesn’t believe in human nature and she doesn’t believe in any of that, say no, 

that’s not so.  That’s something that’s put on us by religious systems.  And then, all of a 

sudden, here it is right there in her barn and it’s got her glasses and her leg.  And I don’t 

think Hulga is gonna be quite so smug in the future about her relationship with 

emptiness and with evil. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, yeah.  They’ll go looking for her.  They’ll find her sooner or later. 

 I tell you what you really need to do.  You need to read the first story in here, 
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“The Life You Save May be Your Own.”  Because if you think this one’s bad, I can’t take 

that one it’s so sad.  So you have to read that one first.  Oh, I’m not getting the feeling 

that Flannery O’Connor’s your cup of tea. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Why didn’t you like it?  Well, yeah, you know.  That’s empathy and Aristotelean.  

You might’ve gotten through a catharsis if you — long enough.  But usually the people 

who are the victims of the confrontation in O’Connor are people that you really want 

them to be brought down.  They really do need somebody to, say, call ‘em an old 

warthog or flop ‘em up the side of the head with a great big heavy purse.  In Hulga’s 

case, it just seems like the odds were against her to begin with in many, many, many 

ways.  And the awful situation she has, living with a woman who does not understand 

her one iota, one bit.  But then, at 32, her first kiss, her transcendence, is turned into a 

confrontation with what she thought she understood from her smug, educated, high-

and-mighty, existential point of view when she’s brought face to face with reality.  And 

reality is something Mrs. Freeman would understand.  Mrs. Hopewell says something 

like, “It takes all kinds,” and she says, “Some of it’s more real than others,” or something 

to that effect.  And that’s what happened. 

 Well, Eudora Welty, and then maybe just to get the taste of this out of your 

mouths we’ll go to something sweet.  Once again, let me something.  I hope — I’ve 

painted these awful stories about Flannery O’Connor and I know that many of you have 

read more than I’ve mentioned.  She apparently in real life, not as an author, but in real 

life was apparently one of the most wonderful human beings anybody ever wanted to 
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know.  She was supposed to be really sweet and really nice and had very good friends.  

And, in fact, her collected letters — it’s called “The Habit of Being,” her personal letters 

— are wonderful to read.  I recommend ‘em.  I’d just like to pick that book up and just 

open it practically anywhere.  For one thing, she would get letters from young writers 

asking for advice.  She went to the Iowa Workshop.  She’s one of the first of the 

university trained writers.  And she’d write ‘em back and she’d give ‘em advice and try to 

help ‘em out.  So her personality was nothing like the tone of some of these stories. 

 Similarly, with Eudora Welty segue, is that Welty’s stories are often — often deal 

with misfits and — well, sometimes I’m reading Eudora Welty and a story like “Why I 

Live with the PO,” and I think we ought to have that music from Deliverance playing in 

the background, you know.  You know, things are not quite always right.  But Eudora 

Welty apparently was also a lovely person in her own right. 

 1909 to 2001.  I have jotted in my book July 23rd, 2001.  Can’t believe it’s coming 

up on two years now.  But I was teaching 351 in summer school and the day after — no.  

The day that we talked about “Petrified Man,” the next day on the radio in the morning, 

on NPR in the morning, they said, “Eudora Welty died yesterday in the Jackson hospital 

around noon,” or something like that, and that was exactly when we were talking about 

her story.  It gave me kind of a creepy sensation.  Because at the time I’d said she was 

born in 1909.  I said, “She’s really getting up there, but as far as I know she’s still with 

us.”  Well, she wasn’t momentarily. 

 Have any of you ever seen Eudora on television?  She used to go on the Dick 

Cavett show.  There’s a cultural reference that might not make any sense to you at all.  I 
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believe she was even on Johnny Carson a couple of times.  That’s another old talk 

show.  She was a wonderful talker.  Of course she’s from Mississippi.  Flannery 

O’Connor breaks the rule by being born in Georgia.  If you’re gonna be a writer, you 

need to be born in Mississippi. 

 But she was interested in a lot of things besides writing.  She was interested in 

boxing.  She was interested in jazz and photography.  She was quite an accomplished 

photographer herself.  She was born in Jackson, Mississippi, in 1909 and she died there 

in 2001, and she died in the house that she’d lived in as a child.  She never married, 

she lived in her parents’ house, and she wrote in the front bedroom of that house, 

looking out on this little sidewalk right in front of the place.  She had no need to leave.  

She had no need to go somewhere else.  She had all the material right there.  She 

wasn’t totally provincial.  She got a degree from the University of Wisconsin in ‘29 and 

she lived in New York for a time and attended Columbia Business School.  But most of 

her life was spent in the South. 

 The WPA — which it seems like we’ve mentioned that before, the Works 

Progress Administration which hired writers and artists during the Depression to 

supplement their non-existent incomes — she went to work for the WPA as a 

photographer.  And she was just using — Joe, you’ll be interested in this as a 

photographer — she was just using an ordinary, what they used to call a Brownie 

camera.  Just a little box camera, fixed lens, fixed focus lens.  Black and white, of 

course.  But she would take candid photographs.  Actually, more than candid.  They 

were kind of surreptitious.  She would stand on the corner and hold her camera around 
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the side and take a picture of people who didn’t know she was looking at them.  A lot of 

poor people, black and white, sharecroppers and other people.  Some of it reminds me 

of the photography of Dorothea Lang or some of those other great Depression era 

photo makers.  She published a collection in 1971 of her photographs. 

 She’s always been an artist as a writer.  She was never a popular writer.  She 

published in places to begin with like The Southern Review.  But she did have some 

popular success.  Her novel, The Optimist’s Daughter, was published in 1972 and won 

a Pulitzer Prize.  It’s on the list as one of your options and I recommend it.  Particularly if 

you get tired of all the death and destruction and sadness that so much of contemporary 

literature has.  The Optimist’s Daughter has its share of sadness and tragedy, but it also 

has an upbeat tone to it. 

 She was an experimenter in fiction with point of view, stream of consciousness.  

She admired Virginia Wolf and she was also influenced like every Southern writer by 

William Faulkner, a great writer that they all had to deal with.  These authors say her 

profusion of metaphor and the difficult surface of her narrative were in part a mark of her 

admiration for those writers.  Her profusion of metaphor is what finally puts me off in her 

long fiction.  She works best with short stories, too. 

 Probably her most famous novel — well, two famous — The Robber Bridegroom 

in 1942, which they made a pretty good play out of that, and also Losing Battles in 

1970.  I quit Losing Battles about 14 or 15 pages in, I will confess, because each 

paragraph had about five metaphors.  And I was just beginning to be a little bit 

overwhelmed.  I though, you know, this is a poem, not a novel.  But if you can get 
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through it, it’s good. The collected stories were published in 1980. 

 So what did you make of the “Petrified Man”?  It’s a little much doing Eudora 

Welty and Flannery O’Connor in the same hour.  I don’t know how many of you have 

ever lived in the South or known this kind of speech.  “Reach in my purse and git me a 

cigarette without no powder in it if you kin, Mrs. Fletcher, honey.”  If that just doesn’t 

sound like absolute, realistic speech.  “I don’t like no perfumed cigarettes.”  This is a 

beauty parlor.  You know what those things are?  Okay.  She’s giving her a permanent.  

You know what those things are?  Do they still do that?  They used to have home 

permanents.  I know when I’d come home that the home permanent thing had been 

done.  You know, it just smelled like ammonia or something in there.  It was just really 

hideous. 

 You notice how violent this story is?  Well, look at this.  She says,“‘Mrs. Pike is 

this lady from New Orleans,’ said Leota, puffing, and pressing into Mrs. Fletcher’s scalp 

with strong red-nailed fingers.”  Later on she’ll say, “She slapped the little boy — Billy 

Boy — she slapped him brightly.”  They’re always letting the swing door fly back against 

each other.  Did you notice that?  Cold towels on the neck, hair being pulled.  Well.  

Says, “How many of them goobers have been in my purse a week if they’d been in it a 

day.”  It seems to me we talked about goobers, didn’t we?  Okay.  I always like to get 

that across. 

 “Is it any dandruff in it?”  One characteristic of some Southern idiom is to use “it” 

as an expletive.  Where we would say “there” — standard American speech would say 

“there,” they’d say “it.”  So not “Is there any dandruff in it” but “Is it any dandruff in it.”  
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And Mrs. Fletcher is horrified because it has gotten out that she is p-r-e-g.  Well, I’ve got 

to get to this part that I was talking about.  On 1970, when she talks about having been 

to the so-called freak show with Mrs. Pike who she’s impressed with.  “--An’ we was 

gettin’ us a Jax beer apiece.”  Did you notice that in “Streetcar,” that that’s what they 

drink?  I don’t think the Jax Brewery is there anymore.  I think it’s Dixie Beer now.  But 

right off of the square.  Is it still Jax?  I know you could go to the old French Market and 

you could smell the brewery there.  “She won’t drink no other kind.”   

 Well, the traveling freak show.  Look at this dialogue.  Remember, the subject of 

their discussion is the fact that Mrs. Fletcher is going to have a baby, okay?  This is 

what they’ve established.  She says, 

“Aw.  Well, honey, talkin’ about bein’ pregnant an’ all, you ought to see those 

twins in a bottle, you really owe it to yourself.” 

“What twins?” asked Mrs. Fletcher out of the side of her mouth. 

“Well, honey, they got these two twins in a bottle, see?  Born joined plumb 

together--dead a course.”  Leota dropped her voice into a soft lyrical hum.  “They 

was about this long--pardon--must of been full time, all right, wouldn’t you say?--

an’ they had these two heads an’ two faces an’ four arms an’ four legs, all kind of 

joined here.  See, this face looked this-a-way, and the other face looked that-a-

way, over their shoulder, see.  Kinda pathetic.” 

“Glah!” said Mrs. Fletcher disapprovingly. 

“Well, ugly?  Honey, I mean to tell you--their parents was first cousins and all like 

that.  Billy Boy, git me a fresh towel from off Teeny’s stack--this ‘n’s wringin’ wet--
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an’ quit ticklin’ my ankles with that curler.  I declare!  He don’t miss nothin’.” 

“Mr and Mr. Fletcher aren’t one speck of kin, or he could never of had me,” said 

Mrs. Fletcher placidly. 

 Ha-ha, this is funny.  It’s hideous but it’s funny.  I’ve seen those things, those 

awful things in the sideshows, and little traveling circuses in the South with — aw.  Well, 

they also had pygmies and more importantly they had a petrified man.  Leota says, 

“How’d you like to be married to a guy like that?  All he can do, he can move his head 

just a quarter of an inch.  A course he looks just terrible.”  Well. 

 Of course, the great irony is that it’s her Startling G-Man Tales that Mrs. Pike 

sees this guy’s face in and finds out that there’s a reward for him because he’s wanted 

for rape.  Look at the top of 1973, another example of this violence.  She says, 

“If a certain party hadn’t found it out and spread it around, it wouldn’t be too late 

even now,” [which suggests the possibility of abortion, which is very odd] said 

Mrs. Fletcher frostily, but Leota was almost choking her with the cloth, pinning it 

so tight, and she couldn’t speak clearly.  She paddled her hands in the air until 

Leota wearily loosened her. 

Did you get that?  That’s pretty slapstick.  Oooh, cuttin’ off her wind.  She “tossed liquid 

from a teacup on to her head and dug both hands into her scalp.”  I like little things like 

this.  It said “she was layin’ up there in the Babtist Hospital,” B-a-b-t-i-s-t, Babtist 

Hospital.  Isn’t that the way it’s often pronounced?  She’s a Babtist.  Don’t see people 

saying Baptist.  “She yelled bloody murder, too, but she always yelled her head off 

when I give her a perm’nent.”  I bet she did, don’t you imagine? 
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 Well.  “Four women.  I guess those women didn’t have the faintest notion at the 

time they’d be worth a hundred an’ twenty-five bucks apiece some day to Mrs. Pike.”  

Can you believe the way this woman views the world?  She says, 

“I tole Fred when I got home I felt so funny.  I said, ‘Fred, that ole petrified man 

sure did leave me with a funny feelin’.’  He says, ‘Funny-haha or funny-peculiar?’ 

and I says, ‘Funny-peculiar.’  She pointed her comb into the air emphatically. 

But, of course, more violence.  She “. . . flinging down the comb, which scattered a 

whole ashtray fully of bobby pins and knocked down a row of Coca-Cola bottles.”  

Ordinarily, you’d spell that C-o-c-o-l-a, Cocola.  And we wind up in the last scene as 

she’s spanking the boy.  Mrs. Fletcher decides she needs to get a little practice in.  If 

she’s gonna have children, she needs to learn to start beating ‘em right away. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 With a hairbrush.  Absolutely.  With a hairbrush.  Oh, some of these little touches.  

I don’t know.  Like the name of the beauty parlor that she used to go to.  Do you 

remember what it was, there in Jackson?  The Robert E. Lee Beauty Parlor, you know?  

To take, you know, of a Southern hero and have it degraded down to something like 

that.  Well, a guy in “A Good Man is Hard to Find” says she was a talker, wasn’t she?  

His name is Bobby Lee.  Says, “Shut up, Bobby Lee.”  So this criminal, escaped 

criminal, is named after Robert E. Lee.  There’s some symbolism there somewhere, I 

think. 


