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Any student of Flannery O’Connor’s work must confront two fun-
damental critical questions: 1) Do the grotesque elements in her stories carry
their aesthetic and thematic weights? and 2) Must the stories be read in
the light of the ‘‘standpoint of Christian orthodoxy”’!from which the author
readily admits they were written? The questions are inextricably linked.
Surely, in at least this one special instance, the writer’s own comments con-
cerning the framework of belief behind her work must be seen as the key
which unlocks an intricate pattern of meaning which ‘‘pours’’ through the
stories in a ““perfect arabesque of colors,’’* symbols, signs, and portents.
To divorce the ““grotesque’’ characters and their actions from the theological
tenets which they serve to embody is to have perversion indeed: the Misfit’s
actions become, for example, gratuitous slaughter a la Capote with no
cosmic view to lighten the effect; or, in a critical vein, analysis of the stories
can lead only to Josephine Hendin’s distorted view that O’Connor’s ‘‘reduc-
tive, leveling impulse may be a part of the demythologizing process in
American fiction.”’* Hendin finds most of the stories as well as the two
novels to be defective--and no wonder. By choosing to ignore the Chris-
tian doctrine around which the stories revolve, Hendin effectively cuts the
heart out of them. Naturally, isolated from the mythos from which they
take their lives, the stories are simply without meaning, rather than im-
bued with mystery; the characters are ‘‘flat as the Kansas prairies,’’* rather
than emblematic. The problem is that we critics of the modern age are loath
to relinguish our limited, but certain knowledge of the physical world for
the eternal, but unfathomable truths of the spiritual. And I do not think
the reluctance is due strictly to the intellectualism of O’Connor readers who
do not share her faith: I suspect that similar reticence may be found among
the liberal and even orthodox believers who read her work. The real con-
flict seems to be over whether or not a work of literature is valid if it is
dependent on a metaphysical truth for the unity of its theme, the coherence
of its structure, and even the consistency and credibility of its characters.
Can a work of art set in the natural world rely solely on the spiritual world






