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Edgar Allan Poe

The Tell-Tale Heart	 (1843) 1850

True!—nervous—very, very dreadfully nervous I 
had been and am; but why will you say that I am 
mad? The disease had sharpened my senses—
not destroyed—not dulled them. Above all was 
the sense of hearing acute. I heard all things in the 
heaven and in the earth. I heard many things in hell. 
How, then, am I mad? Hearken! and observe how 
healthily—how calmly, I can tell you the whole story.

It is impossible to say how first the idea entered 
my brain; but once conceived, it haunted me day 
and night. Object there was none. Passion there was 
none. I loved the old man. He had never wronged 
me. He had never given me insult. For his gold I had 
no desire. I think it was his eye! yes, it was this! One of his eyes resembled that of a 
vulture—a pale blue eye, with a film over it. Whenever it fell upon me, my blood ran 
cold; and so by degrees—very gradually—I made up my mind to take the life of the 
old man, and thus rid myself of the eye forever.

Now this is the point. You fancy me mad. Madmen know nothing. But you should 
have seen me. You should have seen how wisely I proceeded—with what caution—
with what foresight—with what dissimulation I went to work! I was never kinder 
to the old man than during the whole week before I killed him. And every night, 
about midnight, I turned the latch of his door and opened it—oh, so gently! And 
then, when I had made an opening sufficient for my head, I put in a dark lantern, 
all closed, closed, so that no light shone out, and then I thrust in my head. Oh, you 
would have laughed to see how cunningly I thrust it in! I moved it slowly—very, very 
slowly, so that I might not disturb the old man’s sleep. It took me an hour to place 
my whole head within the opening so far that I could see him as he lay upon his 
bed. Ha!—would a madman have been so wise as this? And then, when my head 
was well in the room, I undid the lantern cautiously—oh, so cautiously—cautiously 
(for the hinges creaked)—I undid it just so much that a single thin ray fell upon the 
vulture eye. And this I did for seven long nights—every night just at midnight—but 
I found the eye always closed; and so it was impossible to do the work; for it was 
not the old man who vexed me, but his Evil Eye. And every morning, when the day 
broke, I went boldly into the chamber, and spoke courageously to him, calling him 
by name in a hearty tone, and inquiring how he had passed the night. So you see 
he would have been a very profound old man, indeed, to suspect that every night, 
just at twelve, I looked in upon him while he slept.

Upon the eighth night I was more than usually cautious in opening the door.  
A watch’s minute hand moves more quickly than did mine. Never before that night had 
I felt the extent of my own powers—of my sagacity. I could scarcely contain my feelings 
of triumph. To think that there I was, opening the door, little by little, and he not even 
to dream of my secret deeds or thoughts. I fairly chuckled at the idea; and perhaps he 
heard me; for he moved on the bed suddenly, as if startled. Now you may think that 
I drew back—but no. His room was as black as pitch with the thick darkness (for the 
shutters were close fastened, through fear of robbers), and so I knew that he could not 
see the opening of the door, and I kept pushing it on steadily, steadily.

I had my head in, and was about to open the lantern, when my thumb slipped 
upon the tin fastening, and the old man sprang up in the bed, crying out—“Who’s 
there?”

I kept quite still and said nothing. For a whole hour I did not move a muscle, 
and in the meantime I did not hear him lie down. He was still sitting up in the bed, 
listening;—just as I have done, night after night, hearkening to the death watches° 
in the wall.

Presently I heard a slight groan, and I knew it was the groan of mortal terror. It was 
not a groan of pain or of grief—oh, no!—it was 
the low stifled sound that arises from the bot-
tom of the soul when overcharged with awe. 
I knew the sound very well. Many a night, just 
at midnight, when all the world slept, it has 
welled up from my own bosom, deepening, 
with its dreadful echo, the terrors that dis-
tracted me. I say I knew it well. I knew what 
the old man felt, and pitied him, although I 
chuckled at heart. I knew that he had been 
lying awake ever since the first slight noise, 
when he had turned in the bed. His fears 
had been ever since growing upon him. He 
had been trying to fancy them causeless, but 
could not. He had been saying to himself—
“It is nothing but the wind in the chimney—
it is only a mouse crossing the floor,” or “it 
is merely a cricket which has made a single 
chirp.” Yes, he had been trying to comfort 
himself with these suppositions; but he had 
found all in vain. All in vain; because Death, 
in approaching him, had stalked with his 
black shadow before him, and enveloped the 
victim. And it was the mournful influence of 
the unperceived shadow that caused him to 
feel—although he neither saw nor heard—to 
feel the presence of my head within the room.

When I had waited a long time, very 
patiently, without hearing him lie down, I 
resolved to open a little—a very, very little 
crevice in the lantern. So I opened it—you 
cannot imagine how stealthily, stealthily—

until, at length, a single dim ray, like the thread of the spider, shot from out of the 
crevice and fell upon the vulture eye.

It was open—wide, wide open—and I grew furious as I gazed upon it. I saw 
it with perfect distinctness—all a dull blue, with a hideous veil over it that chilled 
the very marrow in my bones; but I could see nothing else of the old man’s face or 
person: for I had directed the ray as if by instinct, precisely upon the damned spot.

And now have I not told you that what you mistake for madness is but over-
acuteness of the senses?—now, I say, there came to my ears a low, dull, quick 
sound, such as a watch makes when enveloped in cotton. I knew that sound well, 
too. It was the beating of the old man’s heart. It increased my fury, as the beating 
of a drum stimulates the soldier into courage.

But even yet I refrained and kept still. I scarcely breathed. I held the lantern mo-
tionless. I tried how steadily I could maintain the ray upon the eye. Meantime the hell-
ish tattoo of the heart increased. It grew quicker and quicker, and louder and louder 
every instant. The old man’s terror must have been extreme! It grew louder, I say, 
louder every moment!—do you mark me well? I have told you that I am nervous: so I 
am. And now at the dead hour of the night, amid the dreadful silence of that old house, 
so strange a noise as this excited me to uncontrollable terror. Yet, for some minutes 
longer I refrained and stood still. But the beating grew louder, louder! I thought the 
heart must burst. And now a new anxiety seized me—the sound would be heard by a 
neighbor! The old man’s hour had come! With a loud yell, I threw open the lantern and 
leaped into the room. He shrieked once—once only. In an instant I dragged him to the 
floor, and pulled the heavy bed over him. I then smiled gaily, to find the deed so far 
done. But, for many minutes, the heart beat on with a muffled sound. This, however, 
did not vex me; it would not be heard through the wall. At length it ceased. The old 
man was dead. I removed the bed and examined the corpse. Yes, he was stone, stone 
dead. I placed my hand upon the heart and held it there many minutes.

If still you think me mad, you will think so no longer when I describe the wise 
precautions I took for the concealment of the body. The night waned, and I worked 
hastily, but in silence. First of all I dismembered the corpse. I cut off the head and 
the arms and the legs.

I then took up three planks from the flooring of the chamber, and deposited all 
between the scantlings. I then replaced the boards so cleverly, so cunningly, that 
no human eye—not even his—could have detected anything wrong. There was 
nothing to wash out—no stain of any kind—no blood-spot whatever. I had been too 
wary for that. A tub had caught all—ha! ha!

When I had made an end of these labors, it was four o’clock—still dark as mid-
night. As the bell sounded the hour, there came a knocking at the street door. I went 
down to open it with a light heart,—for what had I now to fear? There entered three 
men, who introduced themselves, with perfect suavity, as officers of the police. A 
shriek had been heard by a neighbor during the night; suspicion of foul play had 
been aroused, information had been lodged at the police office, and they (the of-
ficers) had been deputed to search the premises.

I smiled,—for what had I to fear? I bade the gentlemen welcome. The shriek, I 
said, was my own in a dream. The old man, I mentioned, was absent in the country. 
I took my visitors all over the house. I bade them search—search well. I led them, 
at length, to his chamber. I showed them his treasures, secure, undisturbed. In the 
enthusiasm of my confidence, I brought chairs into the room, and desired them here 
to rest from their fatigues, while I myself, in the wild audacity of my perfect triumph, 
placed my own seat upon the very spot beneath which reposed the corpse of the 
victim.

The officers were satisfied. My manner had convinced them. I was singularly at 
ease. They sat, and while I answered cheerily, they chatted of familiar things. But, 
ere long, I felt myself getting pale and wished them gone. My head ached, and I 
fancied a ringing in my ears: but still they sat and still chatted. The ringing became 
more distinct:—it continued and became more distinct: I talked more freely to get 
rid of the feeling: but it continued and gained definitiveness—until, at length, I found 
that the noise was not within my ears.

No doubt I now grew very pale:—but I talked more fluently, and with a height-
ened voice. Yet the sound increased—and what could I do? It was a low, dull, quick 
sound—much such a sound as a watch makes when enveloped in cotton. I gasped 
for breath—and yet the officers heard it not. I talked more quickly—more vehe-
mently; but the noise steadily increased. I arose and argued about trifles, in a high 
key and with violent gesticulations; but the noise steadily increased. Why would 
they not be gone? I paced the floor to and fro with heavy strides, as if excited to fury 
by the observations of the men—but the noise steadily increased. Oh God! what 
could I do? I foamed—I raved—I swore! I swung the chair upon which I had been 
sitting, and grated it upon the boards, but the noise arose over all and continually 
increased. It grew louder—louder—louder! And still the men chatted pleasantly, 
and smiled. Was it possible they heard not? Almighty God!—no, no! They heard!—
they suspected!—they knew!—they were making a mockery of my horror!—this I 
thought, and this I think. But anything was better than this agony! Anything was 
more tolerable than this derision! I could bear those hypocritical smiles no longer! 
I felt that I must scream or die!—and now—again!—hark! louder! louder! louder! 
louder!—

“Villains!” I shrieked, “dissemble no more! I admit the deed!—tear up the 
planks!—here, here!—it is the beating of his hideous heart!”� ■
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Edgar Allan Poe

The Cask of Amontillado	 1846

The thousand injuries of Fortunato I had borne as I best could, but when he 
ventured upon insult, I vowed revenge. You, who so well know the nature of my 
soul, will not suppose, however, that I gave utterance to a threat. At length I would 
be avenged; this was a point definitively settled—but the very definitiveness with 
which it was resolved precluded the idea of risk. I must not only punish, but punish 
with impunity. A wrong is unredressed when retribution overtakes its redresser. It is 
equally unredressed when the avenger fails to make himself felt as such to him who 
has done the wrong.

It must be understood that neither by 
word nor deed had I given Fortunato cause 
to doubt my good-will. I continued as was my 
wont, to smile in his face, and he did not per-
ceive that my smile now was at the thought of 
his immolation.

He had a weak point—this Fortunato—al-
though in other regards he was a man to be 
respected and even feared. He prided himself 
on his connoisseurship in wine. Few Italians 
have the true virtuoso spirit. For the most part 
their enthusiasm is adopted to suit the time 
and opportunity—to practice imposture upon 
the British and Austrian millionaires. In paint-
ing and gemmary, Fortunato, like his country-
men, was a quack—but in the matter of old 
wines he was sincere. In this respect I did not 
differ from him materially: I was skilful in the 
Italian vintages myself, and bought largely 
whenever I could.

It was about dusk, one evening during 
the supreme madness of the carnival season, 
that I encountered my friend. He accosted 
me with excessive warmth, for he had been 
drinking much. The man wore motley.° He 
had on a tight-fitting parti-striped dress, and 
his head was surmounted by the conical cap 
and bells. I was so pleased to see him, that 
I thought I should never have done wringing 
his hand.

I said to him: “My dear Fortunato, you are luckily met. How remarkably well you 
are looking to-day! But I have received a pipe° of what passes for Amontillado,° and 
I have my doubts.”

“How?” said he. “Amontillado? A pipe? Impossible! And in the middle of the 
carnival!”

“I have my doubts,” I replied; “and I was silly enough to pay the full Amontillado 
price without consulting you in the matter. You were not to be found, and I was fear-
ful of losing a bargain.”

“Amontillado!”
“I have my doubts.”
“Amontillado!”
“And I must satisfy them.”
“Amontillado!”
“As you are engaged, I am on my way to Luchesi. If any one has a critical turn, 

it is he. He will tell me—”
“Luchesi cannot tell Amontillado from Sherry.”
“And yet some fools will have it that his taste is a match for your own.”
“Come, let us go.”
“Whither?”
“To your vaults.”
“My friend, no; I will not impose upon your good nature. I perceive you have an 

engagement. Luchesi—”
“I have no engagement;—come.”
“My friend, no. It is not the engagement, but the severe cold with which I per-

ceive you are afflicted. The vaults are insufferably damp. They are encrusted with 
nitre.”°

“Let us go, nevertheless. The cold is merely nothing. Amontillado! You have 
been imposed upon. And as for Luchesi, he cannot distinguish Sherry from Amon-
tillado.”

Thus speaking, Fortunato possessed himself of my arm. Putting on a mask of 
black silk and drawing a roquelaire° closely about my person, I suffered him to hurry 
me to my palazzo.

There were no attendants at home; they had absconded to make merry in honor 
of the time. I had told them that I should not return until the morning, and had given 
them explicit orders not to stir from the house. These orders were sufficient, I well 
knew, to insure their immediate disappearance, one and all, as soon as my back 
was turned.

I took from their sconces two flambeaux,° and giving one to Fortunato bowed 
him through several suites of rooms to the archway that led into the vaults. I passed 
down a long and winding staircase, requesting him to be cautious as he followed. 
We came at length to the foot of the descent, and stood together on the damp 
ground of the catacombs of the Montresors.

The gait of my friend was unsteady, and the bells upon his cap jingled as he 
strode.

“The pipe?” said he.
“It is farther on,” said I; “but observe the white webwork which gleams from 

these cavern walls.”
He turned towards me and looked into my eyes with two filmy orbs that distilled 

the rheum of intoxication.
“Nitre?” he asked, at length.
“Nitre,” I replied. “How long have you had that cough?”
“Ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! ugh!—ugh! ugh! 

ugh!”
My poor friend found it impossible to reply for many minutes.
“It is nothing,” he said, at last.
“Come,” I said, with decision, “we will go back; your health is precious. You are 

rich, respected, admired, beloved; you are happy, as once I was. You are a man to 
be missed. For me it is no matter. We will go back; you will be ill, and I cannot be 
responsible. Besides, there is Luchesi—”

“Enough,” he said; “the cough is a mere nothing; it will not kill me. I shall not 
die of a cough.”

“True—true,” I replied; “and, indeed, I had no intention of alarming you unnec-
essarily; but you should use all proper caution. A draught of this Medoc° will defend 
us from the damps.”

Here I knocked off the neck of a bottle which I drew from a long row of its fel-
lows that lay upon the mould.

“Drink,” I said, presenting him the wine.
He raised it to his lips with a leer. He paused and nodded to me familiarly, while 

his bells jingled.
“I drink,” he said, “to the buried that repose around us.”
“And I to your long life.”
He again took my arm, and we proceeded.
“These vaults,” he said, “are extensive.”
“The Montresors,” I replied, “were a great and numerous family.”
“I forget your arms.”°
“A huge human foot d’or, in a field azure; the foot crushes a serpent rampant 

whose fangs are imbedded in the heel.”
“And the motto?”
“Nemo me impune lacessit.”°
“Good!” he said.
The wine sparkled in his eyes and the bells jingled. My own fancy grew warm 

with the Medoc. We had passed through walls of piled bones, with casks and pun-
cheons intermingling, into the inmost recesses of the catacombs. I paused again, 
and this time I made bold to seize Fortunato by an arm above the elbow.

“The nitre!” I said; “see, it increases. It hangs like moss upon the vaults. We are 
below the river’s bed. The drops of moisture trickle among the bones. Come, we 
will go back ere it is too late. Your cough—”

“It is nothing,” he said; “let us go on. But first, another draught of the Medoc.”
I broke and reached him a flagon of De Grâve.° He emptied it at a breath. His 

eyes flashed with a fierce light. He laughed and threw the bottle upwards with a 
gesticulation I did not understand.

I looked at him in surprise. He repeated the movement—a grotesque one.
“You do not comprehend?” he said.
“Not I,” I replied.
“Then you are not of the brotherhood.”°
“How?”
“You are not of the masons.”
“Yes, yes,” I said “yes, yes.”
“You? Impossible! A mason?”
“A mason,” I replied.
“A sign,” he said.
“It is this,” I answered, producing a trowel from beneath the folds of my 

roquelaire.
“You jest,” he exclaimed, recoiling a few paces. “But let us proceed to the 

Amontillado.”
“Be it so,” I said, replacing the tool beneath the cloak, and again offering him 

my arm. He leaned upon it heavily. We continued our route in search of the Amontil-
lado. We passed through a range of low arches, descended, passed on, and de-
scending again, arrived at a deep crypt, in which the foulness of the air caused our 
flambeaux rather to glow than flame.

At the most remote end of the crypt there appeared another less spacious. Its 
walls had been lined with human remains, piled to the vault overhead, in the fashion 
of the great catacombs of Paris. Three sides of this interior crypt were still orna-
mented in this manner. From the fourth the bones had been thrown down, and lay 
promiscuously upon the earth, forming at one point a mound of some size. Within 
the wall thus exposed by the displacing of the bones, we perceived a still interior 
recess, in depth about four feet, in width three, in height six or seven. It seemed to 
have been constructed for no especial use within itself, but formed merely the in-
terval between two of the colossal supports of the roof of the catacombs, and was 
backed by one of their circumscribing walls of solid granite.

It was in vain that Fortunato, uplifting his dull torch, endeavored to pry into the 
depths of the recess. Its termination the feeble light did not enable us to see.

“Proceed,” I said; “herein is the Amontillado. As for Luchesi—”
“He is an ignoramus,” interrupted my friend, as he stepped unsteadily forward, 

while I followed immediately at his heels. In an instant he had reached the extremity 
of the niche, and finding his progress arrested by the rock, stood stupidly bewil-
dered. A moment more and I had fettered him to the granite. In its surface were 
two iron staples, distant from each other about two feet, horizontally. From one of 
these depended a short chain, from the other a padlock. Throwing the links about 
his waist, it was but the work of a few seconds to secure it. He was too much as-
tounded to resist. Withdrawing the key I stepped back from the recess.

“Pass your hand,” I said, “over the wall; you cannot help feeling the nitre. In-
deed it is very damp. Once more let me implore you to return. No? Then I must 
positively leave you. But I must first render you all the little attentions in my power.”

“The Amontillado!” ejaculated my friend, not yet recovered from his astonish-
ment.

“True,” I replied; “the Amontillado.”
As I said these words I busied myself among the pile of bones of which I have 

before spoken. Throwing them aside, I soon uncovered a quantity of building stone 
and mortar. With these materials and with the aid of my trowel, I began vigorously 
to wall up the entrance of the niche.

I had scarcely laid the first tier of the masonry when I discovered that the intoxi-
cation of Fortunato had in a great measure worn off. The earliest indication I had 
of this was a low moaning cry from the depth of the recess. It was not the cry of a 
drunken man. There was then a long and obstinate silence. I laid the second tier, 
and the third, and the fourth; and then I heard the furious vibrations of the chain. 
The noise lasted for several minutes, during which, that I might hearken to it with 
the more satisfaction, I ceased my labors and sat down upon the bones. When at 
last the clanking subsided, I resumed the trowel, and finished without interruption 
the fifth, the sixth, and the seventh tier. The wall was now nearly upon a level with 
my breast. I again paused, and holding the flambeaux over the mason-work, threw 
a few feeble rays upon the figure within.

A succession of loud and shrill screams, bursting suddenly from the throat of 
the chained form, seemed to thrust me violently back. For a brief moment I hesitat-
ed—I trembled. Unsheathing my rapier, I began to grope with it about the recess; 
but the thought of an instant reassured me. I placed my hand upon the solid fabric 
of the catacombs, and felt satisfied. I reapproached the wall. I replied to the yells 
of him who clamored. I re-echoed—I aided—I surpassed them in volume and in 
strength. I did this, and the clamorer grew still.

It was now midnight, and my task was drawing to a close. I had completed 
the eighth, the ninth, and the tenth tier. I had finished a portion of the last and the 
eleventh; there remained but a single stone to be fitted and plastered in. I struggled 
with its weight; I placed it partially in its destined position. But now there came from 
out the niche a low laugh that erected the hairs upon my head. It was succeeded 
by a sad voice, which I had difficulty in recognizing as that of the noble Fortunato. 
The voice said—

“Ha! ha! ha!—he! he!—a very good joke indeed—an excellent jest. We will have 
many a rich laugh about it at the palazzo—he! he! he!—over our wine—he! he! he!”

“The Amontillado!” I said.
“He! he! he!—he! he! he!—yes, the Amontillado. But is it not getting late? Will 

not they be awaiting us at the palazzo, the Lady Fortunato and the rest? Let us be 
gone.”

“Yes,” I said, “let us be gone.”
“For the love of God, Montresor!”
“Yes,” I said, “for the love of God!”
But to these words I hearkened in vain for a reply. I grew impatient. I called 

aloud —
“Fortunato!”
No answer. I called again:
“Fortunato!”
No answer still. I thrust a torch through the remaining aperture and let it fall 

within. There came forth in return only a jingling of the bells. My heart grew sick—on 
account of the dampness of the catacombs. I hastened to make an end of my labor. 
I forced the last stone into its position; I plastered it up. Against the new masonry 
I re-erected the old rampart of bones. For the half of a century no mortal has dis-
turbed them. In pace requiescat!°� ■
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Edgar Allan Poe

The Fall of the House of Usher	 1845

Son coeur est un luth suspendu;
Sitôt qu’on le touche il résonne.°

—de Béranger

During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the autumn of the year, 
when the clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, I had been passing alone, 
on horseback, through a singularly dreary tract of country; and at length found my-
self, as the shades of the evening drew on, within view of the melancholy House of 
Usher. I know not how it was—but, with the first glimpse of the building, a sense 
of insufferable gloom pervaded my spirit. I say insufferable; for the feeling was 
unrelieved by any of that half-pleasurable, because poetic, sentiment, with which 
the mind usually received even the sternest natural images of the desolate or ter-
rible. I looked upon the scene before me—upon the mere house, and the simple 
landscape features of the domain—upon the bleak walls—upon the vacant eye-
like windows—upon a few rank sedges—and upon a few white trunks of decayed 
trees—with an utter depression of soul which I can compare to no earthly sensation 
more properly than to the after-dream of the reveler upon opium—the bitter lapse 
into every-day life—the hideous dropping off of the veil. There was an iciness, a 
sinking, sickening of the heart—an unredeemed dreariness of thought which no 
goading of the imagination could torture into aught of the sublime. What was it—I 
paused to think—what was it that so unnerved me in the contemplation of the 
House of Usher? It was a mystery all insoluble; nor could I grapple with the shad-
owy fancies that crowded upon me as I pondered. I was forced to fall back upon the 
unsatisfactory conclusion, that while, beyond doubt, there are combinations of very 
simple natural objects which have the power of thus affecting us, still the analysis of 
this power lies among considerations beyond our depth. It was possible, I reflected, 
that a mere different arrangement of the particulars of the scene, of the details of 
the picture, would be sufficient to modify, or perhaps to annihilate its capacity for 
sorrowful impression; and acting upon this idea, I reined my horse to the precipi-
tous brink of a black and lurid tarn° that lay in unruffled luster by the dwelling, and 
gazed down—but with a shudder even more thrilling than before—upon the remod-
elled and inverted images of the gray sedge, and the ghastly tree-stems, and the 
vacant and eye-like windows.

Nevertheless, in this mansion of gloom I now proposed to myself a sojourn of 
some weeks. Its proprietor, Roderick Usher, had been one of my boon companions 
in boyhood; but many years had elapsed since our last meeting. A letter, however, 
had lately reached me in a distant part of the country—a letter from him—which, 
in its wildly importunate nature, had admitted of no other than a personal reply. 
The MS.° gave evidence of nervous agitation. The writer spoke of acute bodily ill-
ness—of a mental disorder which oppressed him—and of an earnest desire to see 
me, as his best, and indeed his only personal friend, with a view of attempting, by 
the cheerfulness of my society, some alleviation of his malady. It was the manner in 
which all this, and much more, was said—it was the apparent heart that went with 
his request—which allowed me no room for hesitation; and I accordingly obeyed 
forthwith what I still considered a very singular summons.

Although, as boys, we had been even intimate associates, yet I really knew little 
of my friend. His reserve had been always excessive and habitual. I was aware, 
however, that his very ancient family had been noted, time out of mind, for a pecu-
liar sensibility of temperament, displaying itself, through long ages, in many works 
of exalted art, and manifested, of late, in repeated deeds of munificent yet unob-
trusive charity, as well as in a passionate devotion to the intricacies, perhaps even 
more than to the orthodox and easily recognizable beauties, of musical science. I 
had learned, too, the very remarkable fact, that the stem of the Usher race, all time-
honored as it was, had put forth, at no period, any enduring branch; in other words, 
that the entire family lay in the direct line of descent, and had always, with very tri-
fling and very temporary variation, so lain. It was this deficiency, I considered, while 
running over in thought the perfect keeping of the character of the premises with 
the accredited character of the people, and while speculating upon the possible 
influence which the one, in the long lapse of centuries, might have exercised upon 
the other—it was this deficiency, perhaps, of collateral issue, and the consequent 
undeviating transmission, from sire to son, of the patrimony with the name, which 
had, at length, so identified the two as to merge the original title of the estate in the 
quaint and equivocal appellation of the “House of Usher”—an appellation which 
seemed to include, in the minds of the peasantry who used it, both the family and 
the family mansion.

I have said that the sole effect of my somewhat childish experiment—that of 
looking down within the tarn—had been to deepen the first singular impression. 
There can be no doubt that the consciousness of the rapid increase of my super-
stition—for why should I not so term it?—served mainly to accelerate the increase 
itself. Such, I have long known, is the paradoxical law of all sentiments having terror 
as a basis. And it might have been for this reason only, that, when I again uplifted 
my eyes to the house itself, from its image in the pool, there grew in my mind a 
strange fancy—a fancy so ridiculous, indeed, that I but mention it to show the vivid 
force of the sensations which oppressed me. I had so worked upon my imagination 
as really to believe that about the whole mansion and domain there hung an atmo-
sphere peculiar to themselves and their immediate vicinity—an atmosphere which 
had no affinity with the air of heaven, but which had reeked up from the decayed 
trees, and the gray wall, and the silent tarn—a pestilent and mystic vapor, dull, slug-
gish, faintly discernible, and leaden-hued.

Shaking off from my spirit what must have been a dream, I scanned more nar-
rowly the real aspect of the building. Its principal feature seemed to be that of an 
excessive antiquity. The discoloration of ages had been great. Minute fungi over-
spread the whole exterior, hanging in a fine tangled web-work from the eaves. Yet 
all this was apart from any extraordinary dilapidation. No portion of the masonry 
had fallen; and there appeared to be a wild inconsistency between its still perfect 
adaptation of parts, and the crumbling condition of the individual stones. In this 
there was much that reminded me of the specious totality of old woodwork which 
has rotted for long years in some neglected vault, with no disturbance from the 
breath of the external air. Beyond this indication of extensive decay, however, the 
fabric gave little token of instability. Perhaps the eye of a scrutinizing observer 
might have discovered a barely perceptible fissure, which, extending from the roof 
of the building in front, made its way down the wall in a zigzag direction, until it 
became lost in the sullen waters of the tarn.

Noticing these things, I rode over a short causeway to the house. A servant 
in waiting took my horse, and I entered the Gothic archway of the hall. A valet, of 
stealthy step, thence conducted me, in silence, through many dark and intricate 
passages in my progress to the studio of his master. Much that I encountered on 
the way contributed, I know not how, to heighten the vague sentiments of which 
I have already spoken. While the objects around me—while the carvings of the 
ceilings, the somber tapestries of the walls, the ebon blackness of the floors, and 
the phantasmagoric armorial trophies which rattled as I strode, were but matters 
to which, or to such as which, I had been accustomed from my infancy—while I 
hesitated not to acknowledge how familiar was all this—I still wondered to find how 
unfamiliar were the fancies which ordinary images were stirring up. On one of the 
staircases, I met the physician of the family. His countenance, I thought, wore a 
mingled expression of low cunning and perplexity. He accosted me with trepidation 
and passed on. The valet now threw open a door and ushered me into the presence 
of his master.

The room in which I found myself was very large and lofty. The windows were 
long, narrow, and pointed, and at so vast a distance from the black oaken floor 
as to be altogether inaccessible from within. Feeble gleams of encrimsoned light 
made their way through the trellised panes, and served to render sufficiently dis-
tinct the more prominent objects around; the eye, however, struggled in vain to 
reach the remoter angles of the chamber, or the recesses of the vaulted and 
fretted ceiling. Dark draperies hung upon the walls. The general furniture was 
profuse, comfortless, antique, and tattered. Many books and musical instruments 
lay scattered about, but failed to give any vitality to the scene. I felt that I breathed 
an atmosphere of sorrow. An air of stern, deep, and irredeemable gloom hung over 
and pervaded all.

Upon my entrance, Usher arose from a sofa on which he had been lying at full 
length, and greeted me with a vivacious warmth which had much in it, I at first 
thought, of an overdone cordiality—of the constrained effort of the ennuyé° man 
of the world. A glance, however, at his countenance, convinced me of his perfect 
sincerity. We sat down; and for some moments, while he spoke not, I gazed upon 
him with a feeling half of pity, half of awe. Surely, man had never before so terribly 
altered, in so brief a period, as had Roderick Usher! It was with difficulty that I could 
bring myself to admit the identity of the wan being before me with the companion 
of my early boyhood. Yet the character of his face had been at all times remarkable. 
A cadaverousness of complexion; an eye large, liquid, and luminous beyond com-
parison; lips somewhat thin and very pallid, but of a surpassingly beautiful curve; 
a nose of a delicate Hebrew model, but with a breadth of nostril unusual in similar 
formations; a finely molded chin, speaking, in its want of prominence, of a want of 
moral energy; hair of a more than web-like softness and tenuity; these features, 
with an inordinate expansion above the regions of the temple, made up altogether 
a countenance not easily to be forgotten. And now in the mere exaggeration of 
the prevailing character of these features, and of the expression they were wont to 
convey, lay so much of change that I doubted to whom I spoke. The now ghastly 
pallor of the skin, and the now miraculous luster of the eye, above all things startled 
and even awed me. The silken hair, too, had been suffered to grow all unheeded, 
and as, in its wild gossamer texture, it floated rather than fell about the face, I could 
not, even with effort, connect its Arabesque° expression with any idea of simple 
humanity.

In the manner of my friend I was at once struck with an incoherence—an incon-
sistency; and I soon found this to arise from a series of feeble and futile struggles 
to overcome an habitual trepidancy—an excessive nervous agitation. For some-
thing of this nature I had indeed been prepared, no less by his letter, than by remi-
niscences of certain boyish traits, and by conclusions deduced from his peculiar 
physical conformation and temperament. His action was alternately vivacious and 
sullen. His voice varied rapidly from a tremulous indecision (when the animal spir-
its seemed utterly in abeyance) to that species of energetic concision—that abrupt, 
weighty, unhurried, and hollow-sounding enunciation—the leaden, self-balanced and 
perfectly modulated guttural utterance, which may be observed in the lost drunk- 
ard, or the irreclaimable eater of opium, during the periods of his most intense  
excitement.

It was thus that he spoke of the object of my visit, of his earnest desire to see 
me, and of the solace he expected me to afford him. He entered, at some length, 
into what he conceived to be the nature of his malady. It was, he said, a constitu-
tional and a family evil, and one for which he despaired to find a remedy—a mere 
nervous affection, he immediately added, which would undoubtedly soon pass off. 
It displayed itself in a host of unnatural sensations. Some of these, as he detailed 
them, interested and bewildered me; although, perhaps, the terms and the general 
manner of the narration had their weight. He suffered much from a morbid acute-
ness of the senses; the most insipid food was alone endurable; he could wear only 
garments of certain texture; the odors of all flowers were oppressive; his eyes were 
tortured by even a faint light; and there were but peculiar sounds, and these from 
stringed instruments, which did not inspire him with horror.

To an anomalous species of terror I found him a bounden slave. “I shall perish,” 
said he, “I must perish in this deplorable folly. Thus, thus, and not otherwise, shall 
I be lost. I dread the events of the future, not in themselves, but in their results. I 
shudder at the thought of any, even the most trivial, incident, which may operate 
upon this intolerable agitation of soul. I have, indeed, no abhorrence of danger, 
except in its absolute effect—in terror. In this unnerved—in this pitiable condition—
I feel that the period will sooner or later arrive when I must abandon life and reason 
together, in some struggle with the grim phantasm, fear.”

I learned, moreover, at intervals, and through broken and equivocal hints, an-
other singular feature of his mental condition. He was enchained by certain super-
stitious impressions in regard to the dwelling which he tenanted, and whence, for 
many years, he had never ventured forth—in regard to an influence whose supposi-
tious force was conveyed in terms too shadowy here to be restated—an influence 
which some peculiarities in the mere form and substance of his family mansion, 
had, by dint of long sufferance, he said, obtained over his spirit—an effect which 
the physique of the gray walls and turrets, and of the dim tarn into which they all 
looked down, had, at length, brought about upon the morale of his existence.

He admitted, however, although with hesitation, that much of the peculiar gloom 
which thus afflicted him could be traced to a more natural and far more palpable 
origin—to the severe and long-continued illness—indeed to the evidently approach-
ing dissolution—of a tenderly beloved sister—his sole companion for long years—his 
last and only relative on earth. “Her decease,” he said, with a bitterness which I can 
never forget, “would leave him (him the hopeless and the frail) the last of the ancient 
race of the Ushers.” While he spoke, the lady Madeline (for so was she called) passed 
slowly through a remote portion of the apartment, and, without having noticed my 
presence, disappeared. I regarded her with an utter astonishment not unmingled with 
dread—and yet I found it impossible to account for such feelings. A sensation of 
stupor oppressed me, as my eyes followed her retreating steps. When a door, at 
length, closed upon her, my glance sought instinctively and eagerly the countenance 
of the brother—but he had buried his face in his hands, and I could only perceive 
that a far more than ordinary wanness had overspread the emaciated fingers through 
which trickled many passionate tears.

The disease of the lady Madeline had long baffled the skill of her physicians.  
A settled apathy, a gradual wasting away of the person, and frequent although 
transient affections of a partially cataleptical character, were the unusual diagnosis. 
Hitherto she had steadily borne up against the pressure of her malady, and had not 
betaken herself finally to bed; but, on the closing in of the evening of my arrival at 
the house, she succumbed (as her brother told me at night with inexpressible agita-
tion) to the prostrating power of the destroyer; and I learned that the glimpse I had 
obtained of her person would thus probably be the last I should obtain—that the 
lady, at least while living, would be seen by me no more.

For several days ensuing, her name was unmentioned by either Usher or myself: 
and during this period I was busied in earnest endeavors to alleviate the melancholy 
of my friend. We painted and read together; or I listened, as if in a dream, to the wild 
improvisations of his speaking guitar. And thus, as a closer and still closer intimacy 
admitted me more unreservedly into the recesses of his spirit, the more bitterly did 
I perceive the futility of all attempt at cheering a mind from which darkness, as if 
an inherent positive quality, poured forth upon all objects of the moral and physical 
universe, in one unceasing radiation of gloom.

I shall ever bear about me a memory of the many solemn hours I thus spent 
alone with the master of the House of Usher. Yet I should fail in any attempt to con-
vey an idea of the exact character of the studies, or of the occupations, in which he 
involved me, or led me the way. An excited and highly distempered ideality threw a 
sulphureous luster over all. His long improvised dirges will ring forever in my ears. 
Among other things, I hold painfully in mind a certain singular perversion and am-
plification of the wild air of the last waltz of Von Weber.° From the paintings over 
which his elaborate fancy brooded, and which grew, touch by touch, into vague-
nesses at which I shuddered the more thrillingly, because I shuddered knowing not 
why;—from these paintings (vivid as their images now are before me) I would in vain 
endeavor to educe more than a small portion which should lie within the compass 
of merely written words. By the utter simplicity, by the nakedness of his designs, 
he arrested and overawed attention. If ever mortal painted an idea, that mortal was 
Roderick Usher. For me at least—in the circumstances then surrounding me—there 
arose out of the pure abstractions which the hypochondriac contrived to throw 
upon his canvas, an intensity of intolerable awe, no shadow of which felt I ever yet 
in the contemplation of the certainly glowing yet too concrete reveries of Fuseli.°

One of the phantasmagoric conceptions of my friend, partaking not so rigidly 
of the spirit of abstraction, may be shadowed forth, although feebly, in words. A 
small picture presented the interior of an immensely long and rectangular vault or 
tunnel, with low walls, smooth, white, and without interruption or device. Certain 
accessory points of the design served well to convey the idea that this excavation 
lay at an exceeding depth below the surface of the earth. No outlet was observed 
in any portion of its vast extent, and no torch, or other artificial source of light was 
discernible; yet a flood of intense rays rolled throughout, and bathed the whole in a 
ghastly and inappropriate splendor.

I have just spoken of that morbid condition of the auditory nerve which rendered 
all music intolerable to the sufferer, with the exception of certain effects of stringed 
instruments. It was, perhaps, the narrow limits to which he thus confined himself 
upon the guitar, which gave birth, in great measure, to the fantastic character of his 
performances. But the fervid facility of his impromptus could not be so accounted 
for. They must have been, and were, in the notes, as well as in the words of his wild 
fantasias (for he not unfrequently accompanied himself with rhymed verbal improvi-
sations), the result of that intense mental collectedness and concentration to which 
I have previously alluded as observable only in particular moments of the highest 
artificial excitement. The words of one of these rhapsodies I have easily remem-
bered. I was, perhaps, the more forcibly impressed with it, as he gave it, because 
in the under or mystic current of its meaning, I fancied that I perceived, and for the 
first time, a full consciousness on the part of Usher, of the tottering of his lofty rea-
son upon her throne. The verses, which were entitled “The Haunted Palace,” ran 
very nearly, if not accurately, thus:

I.
In the greenest of our valleys,
    By good angels tenanted,
Once a fair and stately palace—
    Radiant palace—reared its head.
In the monarch Thought’s dominion—
    It stood there!
Never seraph spread a pinion
    Over fabric half so fair.

II.
Banners yellow, glorious, golden,
    On its roof did float and flow;
(This—all this—was in the olden
    Time long ago)
And every gentle air that dallied,
    In that sweet day,
Along the ramparts plumed and pallid,
    A winged odor went away.

III.
Wanderers in that happy valley
    Through two luminous windows saw
Spirits moving musically
    To a lute’s well-tunèd law,
Round about a throne, where sitting
    (Porphyrogene!)°
In state his glory well befitting,
    The ruler of the realm was seen.

IV.
And all with pearl and ruby glowing
    Was the fair palace door,
Through which came flowing, flowing, flowing
    And sparkling evermore,
A troop of Echoes whose sweet duty
    Was but to sing,
In voices of surpassing beauty,
    The wit and wisdom of their king.

V.
But evil things, in robes of sorrow,
    Assailed the monarch’s high estate;
(Ah, let us mourn, for never morrow
    Shall dawn upon him, desolate!)
And, round about his home, the glory
    That blushed and bloomed
Is but a dim-remembered story
    Of the old time entombed.

VI.
And travelers now within that valley,
    Through the red-litten windows, see
Vast forms that move fantastically
    To a discordant melody;
While, like a rapid ghastly river,
    Through the pale door,
A hideous throng rush out forever,
    And laugh—but smile no more.

I well remember that suggestions arising from this ballad, led us into a train 
of thought wherein there became manifest an opinion of Usher’s which I mention 
not so much on account of its novelty, (for other men° have thought thus,) as on 
account of the pertinacity with which he maintained it. This opinion, in its general 
form, was that of the sentience of all vegetable things. But, in his disordered fancy, 
the idea had assumed a more daring character, and trespassed, under certain con-
ditions, upon the kingdom of inorganization. I lack words to express the full extent, 
or the earnest abandon of his persuasion. The belief, however, was connected (as 
I have previously hinted) with the gray stones of the home of his forefathers. The 
conditions of the sentience had been here, he imagined, fulfilled in the method of 
collocation of these stones—in the order of their arrangement, as well as in that 
of the many fungi which overspread them, and of the decayed trees which stood 
around—above all, in the long undisturbed endurance of this arrangement, and in 
its reduplication in the still waters of the tarn. Its evidence—the evidence of the 
sentience—was to be seen, he said, (and I here started as he spoke,) in the gradual 
yet certain condensation of an atmosphere of their own about the waters and the 
walls. The result was discoverable, he added, in that silent, yet importunate and ter-
rible influence which for centuries had molded the destinies of his family, and which 
made him what I now saw him—what he was. Such opinions need no comment, 
and I will make none.

Our books—the books which, for years, had formed no small portion of the 
mental existence of the invalid—were, as might be supposed, in strict keeping with 
this character of phantasm. We pored together over such works as the Ververt et 
Chartreuse of Gresset; the Belphegor of Machiavelli; the Heaven and Hell of Swe-
denborg; the Subterranean Voyage of Nicholas Klimm by Holberg; the Chiromancy 
of Robert Flud, of Jean D’Indaginé, and of De la Chambre; the Journey into the 
Blue Distance of Tieck; and the City of the Sun of Campanella. One favorite vol-
ume was a small octavo edition of the Directorium Inquisitorum, by the Dominican 
Eymeric de Gironne; and there were passages in Pomponius Mela, about the old 
African Satyrs and Ægipans, over which Usher would sit dreaming for hours. His 
chief delight, however, was found in the perusal of an exceedingly rare and curious 
book in quarto Gothic—the manual of a forgotten church—the Vigiliae Mortuorum 
secundum Chorum Ecclesiae Maguntinae.°

I could not help thinking of the wild ritual of this work, and of its probable 
influence upon the hypochondriac, when, one evening, having informed me abrupt-
ly that the lady Madeline was no more, he stated his intention of preserving her 
corpse for a fortnight, (previously to its final interment,) in one of the numerous 
vaults within the main walls of the building. The worldly reason, however, assigned 
for this singular proceeding, was one which I did not feel at liberty to dispute. 
The brother had been led to his resolution (so he told me) by consideration of the 
unusual character of the malady of the deceased, of certain obtrusive and eager  
inquiries on the part of her medical men, and of the remote and exposed situation 
of the burial-ground of the family. I will not deny that when I called to mind the 
sinister countenance of the person whom I met upon the staircase, on the day of 
my arrival at the house, I had no desire to oppose what I regarded as at best but a 
harmless, and by no means an unnatural, precaution.

At the request of Usher, I personally aided him in the arrangements for the tem-
porary entombment. The body having been encoffined, we two alone bore it to its 
rest. The vault in which we placed it (and which had been so long unopened that 
our torches, half smothered in its oppressive atmosphere, gave us little opportu-
nity for investigation) was small, damp, and entirely without means of admission 
for light; lying, at great depth, immediately beneath that portion of the building in 
which was my own sleeping apartment. It had been used, apparently, in remote 
feudal times, for the worst purposes of a donjon-keep, and, in later days, as a place 
of deposit for powder, or some other highly combustible substance, as a portion 
of its floor, and the whole interior of a long archway through which we reached  
it, were carefully sheathed with copper. The door, of massive iron, had been, also, 
similarly protected. Its immense weight caused an unusually sharp grating sound, 
as it moved upon its hinges.

Having deposited our mournful burden upon tressels within this region of horror, 
we partially turned aside the yet unscrewed lid of the coffin, and looked upon the face 
of the tenant. A striking similitude between the brother and sister now first arrested 
my attention; and Usher, divining, perhaps, my thoughts, murmured out some few 
words from which I learned that the deceased and himself had been twins, and that 
sympathies of a scarcely intelligible nature had always existed between them. Our 
glances, however, rested not long upon the dead—for we could not regard her un-
awed. The disease which had thus entombed the lady in the maturity of youth, had 
left, as usual in all maladies of a strictly cataleptical character, the mockery of a faint 
blush upon the bosom and the face, and that suspiciously lingering smile upon the 
lip which is so terrible in death. We replaced and screwed down the lid, and, having  
secured the door of iron, made our way, with toil, into the scarcely less gloomy 
apartments of the upper portion of the house.

And now, some days of bitter grief having elapsed, an observable change came over 
the features of the mental disorder of my friend. His ordinary manner had vanished. 
His ordinary occupations were neglected or forgotten. He roamed from chamber to 
chamber with hurried, unequal, and objectless step. The pallor of his countenance 
had assumed, if possible, a more ghastly hue—but the luminousness of his eye had 
utterly gone out. The once occasional huskiness of his tone was heard no more; 
and a tremulous quaver, as if of extreme terror, habitually characterized his utter-
ance. There were times, indeed, when I thought his unceasingly agitated mind was 
laboring with some oppressive secret, to divulge which he struggled for the neces-
sary courage. At times, again, I was obliged to resolve all into the mere inexplicable 
vagaries of madness, for I beheld him gazing upon vacancy for long hours, in an 
attitude of the profoundest attention as if listening to some imaginary sound. It was 
no wonder that his condition terrified—that it infected me. I felt creeping upon me, 
by slow yet certain degrees, the wild influences of his own fantastic yet impressive 
superstitions.

It was, especially, upon retiring to bed late in the night of the seventh or eighth 
day after the placing of the lady Madeline within the donjon, that I experienced the 
full power of such feelings. Sleep came not near my couch—while the hours waned 
and waned away. I struggled to reason off the nervousness which had dominion 
over me. I endeavored to believe that much, if not all of what I felt, was due to the 
bewildering influence of the gloomy furniture of the room—of the dark and tattered 
draperies, which, tortured into motion by the breath of a rising tempest, swayed 
fitfully to and fro upon the walls, and rustled uneasily about the decorations of the 
bed. But my efforts were fruitless. An irrepressible tremor gradually pervaded my 
frame; and, at length, there sat upon my very heart an incubus of utterly causeless 
alarm. Shaking this off with a gasp and a struggle, I uplifted myself upon the pillows, 
and, peering earnestly within the intense darkness of the chamber, hearkened—I 
know not why, except that an instinctive spirit prompted me—to certain low and 
indefinite sounds which came, through the pauses of the storm, at long intervals, I 
knew not whence. Overpowered by an intense sentiment of horror, unaccountable 
yet unendurable, I threw on my clothes with haste (for I felt that I should sleep no 
more during the night), and endeavored to arouse myself from the pitiable condition 
into which I had fallen, by pacing rapidly to and fro through the apartment.

I had taken but few turns in this manner, when a light step on an adjoining stair-
case arrested my attention. I presently recognized it as that of Usher. In an instant 
afterward he rapped, with a gentle touch, at my door, and entered, bearing a lamp. 
His countenance was, as usual, cadaverously wan—but, moreover, there was a 
species of mad hilarity in his eyes—an evidently restrained hysteria in his whole 
demeanor. His air appalled me—but anything was preferable to the solitude which 
I had so long endured, and I even welcomed his presence as a relief.

“And you have not seen it?” he said abruptly, after having stared about him 
for some moments in silence—“you have not then seen it?—but, stay! you shall.” 
Thus speaking, and having carefully shaded his lamp, he hurried to one of the 
casements, and threw it freely open to the storm.

The impetuous fury of the entering gust nearly lifted us from our feet. It was, 
indeed, a tempestuous yet sternly beautiful night, and one wildly singular in its 
terror and its beauty. A whirlwind had apparently collected its force in our vicinity; 
for there were frequent and violent alterations in the direction of the wind; and the 
exceeding density of the clouds (which hung so low as to press upon the turrets 
of the house) did not prevent our perceiving the life-like velocity with which they 
flew careering from all points against each other, without passing away into the dis-
tance. I say that even their exceeding density did not prevent our perceiving this—
yet we had no glimpse of the moon or stars—nor was there any flashing forth of the 
lightning. But the under surfaces of the huge masses of agitated vapor, as well as 
all terrestrial objects immediately around us, were glowing in the unnatural light of 
a faintly luminous and distinctly visible gaseous exhalation which hung about and 
enshrouded the mansion.

“You must not—you shall not behold this!” said I, shudderingly, to Usher, as I 
led him, with a gentle violence, from the window to a seat. “These appearances, 
which bewilder you, are merely electrical phenomena not uncommon—or it may 
be that they have their ghastly origin in the rank miasma of the tarn. Let us close 
this casement;—the air is chilling and dangerous to your frame. Here is one of your 
favorite romances. I will read, and you shall listen;—and so we will pass away this 
terrible night together.”

The antique volume which I had taken up was the “Mad Trist” of Sir Launcelot 
Canning,° but I had called it a favorite of Usher’s more in sad jest than in earnest; 
for, in truth, there is little in its uncouth and unimaginative prolixity which could have 
had interest for the lofty and spiritual ideality of my friend. It was, however, the only 
book immediately at hand; and I indulged a vague hope that the excitement which 
now agitated the hypochondriac, might find relief (for the history of mental disorder 
is full of similar anomalies) even in the extremeness of the folly which I should read. 
Could I have judged, indeed, by the wild over-strained air of vivacity with which 
he hearkened, or apparently hearkened, to the words of the tale, I might well have 
congratulated myself upon the success of my design.

I had arrived at that well-known portion of the story where Ethelred, the hero 
of the Trist, having sought in vain for peaceable admission into the dwelling of the 
hermit, proceeds to make good an entrance by force. Here, it will be remembered, 
the words of the narrative run thus:

“And Ethelred, who was by nature of a doughty heart, and who was now mighty 
withal, on account of the powerfulness of the wine which he had drunken, waited 
no longer to hold parley with the hermit, who, in sooth, was of an obstinate and 
maliceful turn, but, feeling the rain upon his shoulders, and fearing the rising of 
the tempest, uplifted his mace outright, and, with blows, made quickly room in the 
plankings of the door for his gauntleted hand; and now pulling therewith sturdily, 
he so cracked, and ripped, and tore all asunder, that the noise of the dry and hollow-
sounding wood alarumed and reverberated throughout the forest.”

At the termination of this sentence I started, and for a moment, paused; for it 
appeared to me (although I at once concluded that my excited fancy had deceived 
me)—it appeared to me that, from some very remote portion of the mansion, there 
came, indistinctly, to my ears, what might have been, in its exact similarity of char-
acter, the echo (but a stifled and dull one certainly) of the very cracking and ripping 
sound which Sir Launcelot had so particularly described. It was, beyond doubt, 
the coincidence alone which had arrested my attention; for, amid the rattling of the 
sashes of the casements, and the ordinary commingled noises of the still increas-
ing storm, the sound, in itself, had nothing, surely, which should have interested or 
disturbed me. I continued the story:

“But the good champion Ethelred, now entering within the door, was sore en-
raged and amazed to perceive no signal of the maliceful hermit; but, in the stead 
thereof, a dragon of a scaly and prodigious demeanor, and of a fiery tongue, which 
sate in guard before a palace of gold, with a floor of silver; and upon the wall there 
hung a shield of shining brass with this legend enwritten—

Who entereth herein, a conqueror hath bin;
Who slayeth the dragon, the shield he shall win;

And Ethelred uplifted his mace, and struck upon the head of the dragon, which fell 
before him, and gave up his pesty breath, with a shriek so horrid and harsh, and 
withal so piercing, that Ethelred had fain to close his ears with his hands against the 
dreadful noise of it, the like whereof was never before heard.”

Here again I paused abruptly, and now with a feeling of wild amazement—for 
there could be no doubt whatever that, in this instance, I did actually hear (although 
from what direction it proceeded I found it impossible to say) a low and apparently 
distant, but harsh, protracted, and most unusual screaming or grating sound—the 
exact counterpart of what my fancy had already conjured up for the dragon’s un-
natural shriek as described by the romancer.

Oppressed, as I certainly was, upon the occurrence of the second and most ex-
traordinary coincidence, by a thousand conflicting sensations, in which wonder and 
extreme terror were predominant, I still retained sufficient presence of mind to avoid 
exciting, by any observation, the sensitive nervousness of my companion. I was by 
no means certain that he had noticed the sounds in question; although, assuredly, 
a strange alteration had, during the last few minutes, taken place in his demeanor. 
From a position fronting my own, he had gradually brought round his chair, so as to 
sit with his face to the door of the chamber; and thus I could but partially perceive 
his features, although I saw that his lips trembled as if he were murmuring inaudibly. 
His head had dropped upon his breast—yet I knew that he was not asleep, from the 
wide and rigid opening of the eye as I caught a glance of it in profile. The motion of 
his body, too, was at variance with this idea—for he rocked from side to side with 
a gentle yet constant and uniform sway. Having rapidly taken notice of all this, I 
resumed the narrative of Sir Launcelot, which thus proceeded:

“And now, the champion, having escaped from the terrible fury of the dragon, 
bethinking himself of the brazen shield, and of the breaking up of the enchantment 
which was upon it, removed the carcass from out of the way before him, and ap-
proached valorously over the silver pavement of the castle to where the shield was 
upon the wall; which in sooth tarried not for his full coming, but fell down at his feet 
upon the silver floor, with a mighty great and terrible ringing sound.”

No sooner had these syllables passed my lips, than—as if a shield of brass 
had indeed, at the moment, fallen heavily upon a floor of silver—I became aware of a 
distinct, hollow, metallic, and clangorous, yet apparently muffled reverberation. Com-
pletely unnerved, I leaped to my feet; but the measured rocking movement of Usher 
was undisturbed. I rushed to the chair in which he sat. His eyes were bent fixedly 
before him, and throughout his whole countenance there reigned a stony rigidity. 
But, as I placed my hand upon his shoulder, there came a strong shudder over his 
whole person; a sickly smile quivered about his lips; and I saw that he spoke in a 
low, hurried, and gibbering murmur, as if unconscious of my presence. Bending 
closely over him, I at length drank in the hideous import of his words.

“Not hear it?—yes, I hear it, and have heard it. Long—long—long—many min-
utes, many hours, many days, have I heard it—yet I dared not—oh, pity me, miser-
able wretch that I am!—I dared not—I dared not speak! We have put her living in 
the tomb! Said I not that my senses were acute? I now tell you that I heard her first 
feeble movements in the hollow coffin. I heard them—many, many days ago—yet I 
dared not—I dared not speak! And now—to-night—Ethelred—ha! ha!—the break-
ing of the hermit’s door, and the death-cry of the dragon, and the clangor of the 
shield! say, rather, the rending of her coffin, and the grating of the iron hinges of her 
prison, and her struggles within the coppered archway of the vault! Oh whither shall 
I fly? Will she not be here anon? Is she not hurrying to upbraid me for my haste? 
Have I not heard her footstep on the stair? Do I not distinguish that heavy and 
horrible beating of her heart? Madman!” here he sprang furiously to his feet, and 
shrieked out his syllables, as if in the effort he were giving up his soul—“Madman! I 
tell you that she now stands without the door!”

As if in the superhuman energy of his utterance there had been found the po-
tency of a spell—the huge antique panels to which the speaker pointed, threw 
slowly back, upon the instant, their ponderous and ebony jaws. It was the work 
of the rushing gust—but then without those doors there did stand the lofty and 
enshrouded figure of the lady Madeline of Usher. There was blood upon her white 
robes, and the evidence of some bitter struggle upon every portion of her emaci-
ated frame. For a moment she remained trembling and reeling to and fro upon the 
threshold, then, with a low moaning cry, fell heavily inward upon the person of her 
brother, and in her violent and now final death-agonies, bore him to the floor a 
corpse, and a victim to the terrors he had anticipated.

From that chamber, and from that mansion, I fled aghast. The storm was still 
abroad in all its wrath as I found myself crossing the old causeway. Suddenly there 
shot along the path a wild light, and I turned to see whence a gleam so unusual 
could have issued; for the vast house and its shadows were alone behind me. The 
radiance was that of the full, setting, and blood-red moon which now shone viv-
idly through that once barely-discernible fissure of which I have before spoken as 
extending from the roof of the building, in a zigzag direction, to the base. While I 
gazed, this fissure rapidly widened—there came a fierce breath of the whirlwind—
the entire orb of the satellite burst at once upon my sight—my brain reeled as I saw 
the mighty walls rushing asunder—there was a long tumultuous shouting sound 
like the voice of a thousand waters—and the deep and dank tarn at my feet closed 
sullenly and silently over the fragments of the “House of Usher.”� ■
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Edgar Allan Poe on Writing

The Tale and Its Effect	 1842

Were we called upon, however, to designate that class of composition which, next 
to [a short lyric poem], should best fulfill the demands of high genius—should of-
fer it the most advantageous field of exertion—we should unhesitatingly speak of 
the prose tale, as Mr. Hawthorne has here exemplified it. We allude to the short 
prose narrative, requiring from a half-hour to one or two hours in its perusal. 
The ordinary novel is objectionable, from its length, for reasons already stated 
in substance. As it cannot be read at one sitting, it deprives itself, of course, of 
the immense force derivable from totality. Worldly interests intervening during the 
pauses of perusal, modify, annul, or counteract, in a greater or less degree, the 
impressions of the book. But simple cessation in reading would, of itself, be suffi-

cient to destroy the true unity. In the brief tale, however, 
the author is enabled to carry out the fullness of his 
intention, be it what it may. During the hour of perusal 
the soul of the reader is at the writer’s control. There 
are no external or extrinsic influences—resulting from 
weariness or interruption.

A skillful literary artist has constructed a tale. If wise, 
he has not fashioned his thoughts to accommodate his 
incidents; but having conceived, with deliberate care, a 
certain unique or single effect to be wrought out, he then 
invents such incidents—he then combines such events 
as may best aid him in establishing this preconceived ef-
fect. If his very initial sentence tend not to the out-bring-
ing of this effect, then he has failed in his first step. In the 
whole composition there should be no word written, of 
which the tendency, direct or indirect, is not to the one 
pre-established design. And by such means, with such 
care and skill, a picture is at length painted which leaves 
in the mind of him who contemplates it with a kindred art, 
a sense of the fullest satisfaction. The idea of the tale has 
been presented unblemished, because undisturbed; and 
this is an end unattainable by the novel. Undue brevity 
is just as exceptionable here as in the poem; but undue 
length is yet more to be avoided.

From a review of Twice-Told Tales by Nathaniel Hawthorne  ■

Edgar Allan Poe by John Sherffius.
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Edgar Allan Poe

On Imagination	 1849

The pure Imagination chooses, from either Beauty or Deformity, only the most 
combinable things hitherto uncombined; the compound, as a general rule, par-
taking, in character, of beauty, or sublimity, in the ratio of the respective beauty 
or sublimity of the things combined—which are themselves still to be considered 
as atomic—that is to say, as previous combinations. But, as often analogously 
happens in physical chemistry, so not infrequently does it occur in this chemistry 
of the intellect, that the admixture of two elements results in a something that 
has nothing of the qualities of one of them, or even nothing of the qualities of ei-
ther. . . . Thus, the range of Imagination is unlimited. Its materials extend through-
out the universe. Even out of deformities it fabricates that Beauty which is at once 
its sole object and its inevitable test. But, in general, the richness or force of the 
matters combined; the facility for discovering combinable novelties worth com-
bining; and, especially the absolute “chemical combination” of the completed 
mass—are the particulars to be regarded in our estimate of Imagination. It is this 
thorough harmony of an imaginative work which so often causes it to be under-
valued by the thoughtless, through the character of obviousness which is superin-
duced. We are apt to find ourselves asking why it is that these combinations have 
never been imagined before.

From “Marginalia,” Southern Literary Messenger  ■
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Edgar Allan Poe

The Philosophy of Composition	 1846

Nothing is more clear than that every plot, worth the name, must be elaborated 
to its denouement before anything be attempted with the pen. It is only with the 
denouement constantly in view that we can give a plot its indispensable air of 
consequence, or causation, by making the incidents, and especially the tone at 
all points, tend to the development of the intention.

There is a radical error, I think, in the usual mode of constructing a story. Either 
history affords a thesis—or one is suggested by an incident of the day—or, at best, 
the author sets himself to work in the combination of striking events to form merely 
the basis of his narrative—designing, generally, to fill in with description, dialogue, 
or autorial comment, whatever crevices of fact, or action, may, from page to page, 
render themselves apparent.

I prefer commencing with the consideration of an effect. Keeping originality al-
ways in view—for he is false to himself who ventures to dispense with so obvious 
and so easily attainable a source of interest—I say to myself, in the first place, “Of 
the innumerable effects, or impressions, of which the heart, the intellect, or (more 
generally) the soul is susceptible, what one shall I, on the present occasion, select?” 
Having chosen a novel, first, and secondly a vivid effect, I consider whether it can be 
best wrought by incident or tone—whether by ordinary incidents and peculiar tone, 
or the converse, or by peculiarity both of incident and tone—afterward looking about 
me (or rather within) for such combinations of event, or tone, as shall best aid me in 
the construction of the effect.

From “The Philosophy of Composition”  ■
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CRITICS on edgar allan poe

Daniel Hoffman

The Father-Figure in “The Tell-Tale Heart”	 1972

There are no parents in the tales of Edgar Poe, nary a Mum nor a Dad. Instead all is 
symbol. And what does this total repression of both sonhood and parenthood signify 
but that to acknowledge such relationships is to venture into territory too dangerous, 
too terrifying, for specificity. Desire and hatred are alike insatiable and unallayed. 
But the terrible war of superego upon the id, the endless battle between conscience 
and impulse, the unsleeping enmity of the self and its Imp of the Perverse—these 
struggles are enacted and reenacted in Poe’s work, but always in disguise.

Take “The Tell-Tale Heart,” surely one of his nearly perfect tales. It’s only four 
pages long, a triumph of the art of economy:

How, then, am I mad? Hearken! and observe how healthily—how calmly 
I can tell you the whole story.

When a narrator commences in this vein, we know him to be mad already. But 
we also know his author to be sane. For with such precision to portray the me-
thodicalness of a madman is the work not of a madman but of a man who truly 
understands what it is to be mad. Artistic control is the warrant of auctorial san-
ity. It is axiomatic in the psychiatric practice of our century that self-knowledge 
is a necessary condition for the therapeutic process. Never using the language 
of the modern diagnostician—which was unavailable to him in the first place, 
and which in any case he didn’t need—Poe demonstrates the extent of his 
self-knowledge in his manipulation of symbolic objects and actions toward ends 
which his tales embody.

Edgar Allan Poe Cottage in the Bronx, N.Y., now a museum. Poe lived here 
from 1846–49.

The events are few, the action brief. “I” (in the story) believes himself sane be-
cause he is so calm, so methodical, so fully aware and in control of his purpose. Of 
course his knowledge of that purpose is limited, while his recital thereof endows the 
reader with a greater knowledge than his own. “The disease,” he says right at the 
start, “had sharpened my senses. . . . Above all was the sense of hearing acute. I 
heard all things in the heavens and in the earth. I heard many things in hell.” Now 
of whom can this be said but a delusional person? At the same time, mad as he is, 
this narrator is the hero of sensibility. His heightened senses bring close both heaven 
and hell. 

His plot is motiveless. “Object there was none. Passion there was none. I loved 
the old man. He had never wronged me. He had never given me insult. For his gold I 
had no desire.” The crime he is about to commit will be all the more terrible because 
apparently gratuitous. But let us not be lulled by this narrator’s lack of admitted mo-
tive. He may have a motive—one which he cannot admit, even to himself.

Nowhere does this narrator explain what relationship, if any, exists between him 
and the possessor of the Evil Eye. We do, however, learn from his tale that he and 
the old man live under the same roof—apparently alone together, for there’s no evi-
dence of anyone else’s being in the house. Is the young man the old man’s servant? 
Odd that he would not say so. Perhaps the youth is the old man’s son. Quite natural 
that he should not say so. “I loved the old man. He had never wronged me. . . . I was 
never kinder to the old man than during the whole week before I killed him.” Such 
the aggressive revulsion caused by the old man’s Evil Eye!

What can this be all about? The Evil Eye is a belief as old and as dire as any in 
man’s superstitious memory, and it usually signifies the attribution to another of a 
power wished for by the self. In this particular case there are other vibrations ema-
nating from the vulture-like eye of the benign old man. Insofar as we have warrant—
which I think we do—to take him as a father-figure, his Eye becomes the all-seeing 
surveillance of the child by the father, even by The Father. This surveillance is of 
course the origin of the child’s conscience, the inculcation into his soul of the pater-
nal principles of right and wrong. As such, the old man’s eye becomes a ray to be 
feared. For if the boy deviates ever so little from the strict paths of rectitude, it will 
find him out. 

Could he but rid himself of its all-seeing scrutiny, he would then be free of his 
subjection to time.

All the more so if the father-figure in this tale be, in one of his aspects, a Father-
Figure. As, to an infant, his own natural father doubtless is. As, to the baby Eddie, 
his foster-father may have been. Perhaps he had even a subliminal memory of his 
natural father, who so early deserted him, eye and all, to the hard knocks experi-
ence held in store. So, the evil in that Evil Eye is likely a mingling of the stern re-
proaches of conscience with the reminder of his own subjection to time, age, and 
death.

From Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe  ■

Daniel Hoffman: “The Father-Figure in The Tell-Tale Heart” by Daniel Hoffman from Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe 
Poe Poe, published by Louisiana State University Press © 1972. Reprinted by permission of the author.
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Robert Louis Stevenson

Costume in “The Cask of Amontillado”	 1879

[Poe] has the true story-teller’s instinct. He knows the little nothings that make sto-
ries, or mar them. He knows how to enhance the significance of any situation, and 
give color and life with seemingly irrelevant particulars. Thus, the whole spirit of 
“The Cask of Amontillado” depends on Fortunato’s carnival costume of cap and 
bells and motley. When Poe had once hit upon this device of dressing the victim 
grotesquely, he had found the key of the story; and so he sends him with uneven 
steps along the catacombs of the Montresors, and the last sound we hear out of the 
walled-up recess is the jingling of the bells upon his cap.

From “Literature: ‘The Works of Edgar Allan Poe’”  ■
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Elena V. Baraban

The Motive for Murder in “The Cask of Amontillado”1	2004

Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado” (1846) has never failed to puzzle its 
readers. The story is a confession of a man who committed a horrible crime half a 
century ago. Montresor lures Fortunato into the family vaults under the pretext that 
he needs Fortunato’s opinion of the newly acquired Amontillado wine. In a remote 
niche of the crypt, Montresor fetters Fortunato to the wall and then bricks him in. The 
reader is perplexed by a seeming absence of the motive for this crime. Unable to 
find a logical explanation of Montresor’s hatred for Fortunato, most commentators 
conclude that Montresor is insane. Such interpretation, however, seems to make 
certain details in the elaborate structure of the story unnecessary and this, in turn, 
goes against Poe’s approach to composition. 

• • •
 Although the subject matter of Poe’s story is a murder, “The Cask of Amonti

llado” is not a tale of detection, for there is no investigation of Montresor’s crime. 
The criminal himself explains how he committed the murder. Despite this expla-
nation, “The Cask of Amontillado” is a mystery, for at its heart lies an intriguing 
question: “Why did he do it?” This question is different from the “Who’s done it?” 
of a classical mystery, as the latter presents crime as a logical puzzle solved by 
a detective thanks to his intellect. Nonetheless, in the absence of the figure of a 
detective, the central question of Poe’s story compels the reader to perform an in-
tellectual act of detection himself. Moreover, this question requires that the reader 
reverse the process of solving the mystery. Whereas a detective begins his investi-
gation with defining motives for the crime, the reader of “The Cask of Amontillado” 
should decipher the circumstances described by Montresor in order to determine 
the motive for his murder of Fortunato.

Far from being a mediocre murderer, Montresor elaborates a sophisticated 
philosophy of revenge: “I must not only punish, but punish with impunity. A wrong 
is unredressed when retribution overtakes its redresser. It is equally unredressed 
when the avenger fails to make himself felt as such to him who has done the wrong” 
(par.1). A successful realization of this plan is questioned in criticism. G. R. Thompson, 
for example, argues that Montresor has failed to accomplish a perfect murder: 
“Montresor, rather than having successfully taken his revenge ‘with impunity’ . . . 
has instead suffered a fifty-years’ ravage of conscience” (13–14). David Halliburton 
also gives a didactic reading of the tale: “If the walls erected by Poe’s masons (‘The 
Black Cat,’ ‘The Cask of Amontillado’) are material, they are also existential: to take 
up mortar and trowel is to victimize the other, and through this process to bring 
about the victimization of oneself” (263). According to Thompson, Montresor’s 
words in the opening of the story, “you, who so well know the nature of my soul,” 
are probably addressed to Montresor’s confessor, “for if Montresor has murdered 
Fortunato fifty years before, he must now be some seventy to eighty years of age” 
(13–14). Thompson uses the fact that Montresor’s narration is actually a confes-
sion made on his deathbed to support the argument about Montresor’s troubled 
conscience.

Without questioning the interpretation of Montresor’s narration as taking place 
at his deathbed, I would still ask if the fact of this belated confession gives us suf-
ficient ground to assume that Montresor has suffered pangs of conscience for fifty 
years.

• • •
Whether Fortunato actually understands the reason behind Montresor’s terrible 

vengeance—namely, that he is being punished for his arrogance and for insulting 
someone who is equal or superior to him—does not impede a successful completion 
of Montresor’s plan. Montresor “punishes” Fortunato “with impunity” and escapes 
retribution. Moreover, in accordance with his plan, Montresor does not murder For-
tunato secretly, but stages a spectacle of execution so that the victim knows who 
kills him. If Fortunato does not understand why Montresor has decided to kill him, he 
may believe Montresor is a madman. Typically, some scholars who argue that Mon-
tresor is insane turn to the last scene in the story. . . . A careful examination of Mon-
tresor’s last words, however, provides additional evidence in support of the thesis 
that the motive for Montresor’s murder of Fortunato has been vengeance. The very 
last words in the story are, “Against the new masonry I re-erected the old rampart of 
bones. For the half of a century no mortal has disturbed them. In pace requiescat!” 
The sentence “In pace requiescat!” (“May he rest in peace”) refers to Fortunato. The 
phrase is used in the Requiem Mass and during Last Rites, when, having listened to 
a dying person’s confession, a priest forgives his/her sins. If Montresor’s narration is 
his last confession, he should look forward to being forgiven and to hearing “In pace 
requiescas!” (“May your soul rest in peace”) from his priest. Instead, Montresor ma-
liciously subverts his role as a repentant sinner when he says “In pace requiescat!” 
in regard with Fortunato. Not only does he deprive the poor man of a Catholic’s right 
to the last confession, he is arrogant enough to abuse the formulaic expression used 
by priests to absolve dying sinners. The fact that Montresor uses this expression 
for finally pardoning Fortunato highlights his conviction that he has merely avenged 
himself for the wrong that Fortunato afflicted upon him fifty years ago.

From “The Motive for Murder in ‘The Cask of Amontillado’”
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Charles Baudelaire

Poe’s Characters	 1856

Translated by Joan F. Mele

The characters in Poe, or rather the character in Poe, the man with extremely acute 
faculties, the man with relaxed nerves, the man whose patient and ardent will hurls 
defiance at difficulties, he whose gaze is fixed as straight as a sword on objects 
which increase in importance as he stares at them—this man is Poe himself. And his 
women, all luminous and sickly, dying of strange diseases and speaking with a voice 
which is like music, they too are Poe; or at least, through their strange aspirations, 
through their knowledge, through their incurable melancholy, they strongly share the 
nature of their creator. As for his ideal woman, she is revealed in different portraits 
scattered through his scant collection of poems, portraits, or rather ways of feeling 
beauty, which the temperament of the author joins together and blends in a vague 
but sensible unity, and in which exists perhaps more delicately than elsewhere that 
insatiable love of the Beautiful, which is his great title, that is to say the summation 
of his claims on the affection and admiration of poets.

From preface to Histoires Extraordinaires  ■

John Cusack as Edgar Allan Poe in 2012 
mystery thriller The Raven.
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James Tuttleton

Poe’s Protagonists and the Ideal World	 1998

The protagonists of Poe’s art are men of imagination, exiles from a primal Paradise, 
voyagers in a strange land—this disease of our material existence. They have their 
real being in an Ideal World marked by a Unity and Oneness occurring in some pri-
mordial far-off antiquity. Thus there is next to no social context in Poe’s tales and 
poems.

Although he lived at a particularly turbulent time in America—while the wester-
ing movement was afoot, immigration was constant, urbanization was dawning, 
abolitionism and slavery were gearing up for the Civil War—Poe was never inter-
ested in giving reportorial or journalistic accounts of the sociological features of 
American life. For Poe, the artistic vision that might capture an intuition of paradise 
was the only thing that mattered. It was his passionate means of trying to unify the 
fragmented world of fallen reality, to recover from the primal alienation produced 
by the creation itself. He therefore trafficked in the nostalgia of loss, in an ideal-
ity known only in dreams, his substitute for the horrifying actuality of the quotid-
ian life. “Israfel,” “Ligeia,” “The Fall of the House of Usher,” Pym, “Annabelle 
Lee,” and “Lenore” all allegorize a longing for immortality, for this lost world of 
Ideal Existence before birth. Accompanying this nostalgia is a concomitant fear of 
death and annihilation, with obsessive brooding about physical and psychological 
decay—the grim phantasm of fear afflicting the reason and bringing it to the point 
of madness, a fear reflected in his characters’ preoccupation with dreams, trances, 
hypnosis, catalepsy, and metempsychosis. Above all, he longed for a love that sur-
vives death, bodily dissolution, and the grave. Art, whether created or appreciated, 
was a means of transcending the paltry circumstances of the actual and attaining 
the effect of an intimation of immortality.

From “Poe: The Quest For Supernal Beauty”  ■ 

James Tuttleton: Excerpt from “Poe’s Quest for Supernatural Beauty” from A Fine Silver Thread: Essays on 
American Writing and Criticism. Copyright © 1998 by James W. Tuttleton. Reprinted by permission of Ivan 
R. Dee, Publisher.
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Carl Mowery

Madness in Poe’s “The Fall of the House of Usher”	 2002

Since this story is a first-person narrative (it is told by a narrator from his, and only 
his, point of view), we have to make a decision about his reliability. (Remember, the 
narrator of a story is a creation of the author, NOT the author himself.) During the 
first passages of the story, the narrator gives us clues to his reliability. As he looks 
at the house he says that what he sees is more like “the after-dream of the reveler 
upon opium.” Later, still looking at the house, he says, “Shaking off from my spirit 
what must have been a dream, I scanned . . . the building.” Taking these two state-
ments together, the narrator seems to be dreaming more than dealing with the real-
ity before him. By his own admission, then, his narration must be scrutinized with 
great care.

Additionally, as the narrator contemplates the purpose of his trip and the mys-
tery that is before him, he says, “What was it—I paused to think—what was it that 
so unnerved me in the contemplation of the House of Usher? It was a mystery all 
insoluble.” Later he says, “. . . the analysis of this power lies among considerations 
beyond our depth.” Now, despite his admission that the mystery is beyond solution, 
he enters the house and attempts to solve it for the reader.

Another aspect of the narrator’s character which is cause for our concern is his 
shift from telling about Roderick’s madness to revealing his own madness. Dur-
ing their first meeting, he describes Roderick’s manner with the following words: 
incoherence, inconsistency, excessive nervous agitation, and “lost drunkard, or 
the irreclaimable eater of opium.” Alone, these would not describe madness, but 
together they create the image of madness. Add to this Roderick’s inability to 
endure harsh sensations of any kind, and we have a more convincing picture of 
a madman.

The most compelling discussion of this madness comes in the final scene when 
Roderick comes to the narrator’s room. He enters the room, very agitated, and 
opens a window to the raging storm. As the narrator reads from the novel Mad Trist, 
Roderick sits sullenly in a chair looking at the door. They both hear noises outside 
the door and Roderick speaks, “Said I not that my senses were acute?” Roder-
ick explains that he has heard noises from the tomb for several days because of 
his acute hearing, and, like the narrator in “The Tell-Tale Heart,” claims to hear 
Madeline’s heart beating. In one final cry, he screams, “Madman! I tell you that she 
now stands without the door!” Madeline appears when the door is blown open. She 
lunges toward him and they fall to the floor, dead.

In these last scenes some of Roderick’s madness is transferred to the narrator. 
In the beginning the narrator thinks that what he sees is a dream, yet for the first 
several days he is at the house, he seems sane and in control of his senses. But 
after Madeline is entombed, the narrator becomes more agitated, just as Roderick 
does, and on the evening of the “seventh or eighth day” he is so uneasy that he can-
not sleep. He is nervous and bewildered but he rationalizes that this is the result of 
sleeping in a room with drab and gloomy furniture. As the night progresses, he loses 
more and more control. “An irrepressible tremor gradually pervaded my frame.” The 
madness ascribed to Roderick is now afflicting the narrator.

As the final scene unfolds, the narrator also claims to hear the noises from the 
tomb. He dismisses this since the window was still open and there was a great deal 
of noise coming from the storm. As he reads more of the novel Mad Trist, he stops 
abruptly and says, “I did actually hear . . . a low and apparently distant . . . sound.” 
By his own admission, the narrator reveals his own acuteness of hearing, an aspect 
that he uses to define madness in Roderick. Now, the narrator himself has suc-
cumbed to the same madness.

From “An Overview of ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’”  ■

Carl Mowery: From “Madness in Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher” in Short Stories for Students. © 
1997 Gale, a part of Cengage Learning, Inc. Reproduced by permission. www.cengage.com/permissions. 
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Flannery O’Connor

A Good Man Is Hard to Find	 1955

The grandmother didn’t want to go to Florida. 
She wanted to visit some of her connections in east 
Tennessee and she was seizing at every chance to 
change Bailey’s mind. Bailey was the son she lived 
with, her only boy. He was sitting on the edge of 
his chair at the table, bent over the orange sports 
section of the Journal. “Now look here, Bailey,” 
she said, “see here, read this,” and she stood with 
one hand on her thin hip and the other rattling the 
newspaper at his bald head. “Here this fellow that 
calls himself The Misfit is aloose from the Federal 
Pen and headed toward Florida and you read here 
what it says he did to these people. Just you read 
it. I wouldn’t take my children in any direction with 
a criminal like that aloose in it. I couldn’t answer to my conscience if I did.”

Bailey didn’t look up from his reading so she wheeled around then and faced 
the children’s mother, a young woman in slacks, whose face was as broad and in-
nocent as a cabbage and was tied around with a green head-kerchief that had two 
points on the top like rabbit’s ears. She was sitting on the sofa, feeding the baby 
his apricots out of a jar. “The children have been to Florida before,” the old lady 
said. “You all ought to take them somewhere else for a change so they would see 
different parts of the world and be broad. They never have been to east Tennessee.”

The children’s mother didn’t seem to hear her but the eight-year-old boy, John 
Wesley, a stocky child with glasses, said, “If you don’t want to go to Florida, why 
dontcha stay at home?” He and the little girl, June Star, were reading the funny 
papers on the floor.

“She wouldn’t stay at home to be queen for a day,” June Star said without rais-
ing her yellow head.

“Yes and what would you do if this fellow, The Misfit, caught you?” the grand-
mother said.

“I’d smack his face,” John Wesley said.
“She wouldn’t stay at home for a million bucks,” June Star said. “Afraid she’d 

miss something. She has to go everywhere we go.”
“All right, Miss,” the grandmother said. “Just remember that the next time you 

want me to curl your hair.”
June Star said her hair was naturally curly.
The next morning the grandmother was the first one in the car, ready to go. She 

had her big black valise that looked like the head of a hippopotamus in one corner, 
and underneath it she was hiding a basket with Pitty Sing, the cat, in it. She didn’t 
intend for the cat to be left alone in the house for three days because he would miss 
her too much and she was afraid he might brush against one of the gas burners 
and accidentally asphyxiate himself. Her son, Bailey, didn’t like to arrive at a motel 
with a cat.

She sat in the middle of the back seat with John Wesley and June Star on either 
side of her. Bailey and the children’s mother and the baby sat in front and they left 
Atlanta at eight forty-five with the mileage on the car at 55890. The grandmother 
wrote this down because she thought it would be interesting to say how many 
miles they had been when they got back. It took them twenty minutes to reach the 
outskirts of the city.

The old lady settled herself comfortably, removing her white cotton gloves 
and putting them up with her purse on the shelf in front of the back window. The 
children’s mother still had on slacks and still had her hair tied up in a green ker-
chief, but the grandmother had on a navy blue straw sailor hat with a bunch of 
white violets on the brim and a navy blue dress with a small white dot in the print. 
Her collars and cuffs were white organdy trimmed with lace and at her neckline 
she had pinned a purple spray of cloth violets containing a sachet. In case of an 
accident, anyone seeing her dead on the highway would know at once that she 
was a lady.

She said she thought it was going to be a good day for driving, neither too hot 
nor too cold, and she cautioned Bailey that the speed limit was fifty-five miles an 
hour and that the patrolmen hid themselves behind billboards and small clumps of 
trees and sped out after you before you had a chance to slow down. She pointed 
out interesting details of the scenery: Stone Mountain; the blue granite that in some 
places came up to both sides of the highway; the brilliant red clay banks slightly 
streaked with purple; and the various crops that made rows of green lace-work on 
the ground. The trees were full of silver-white sunlight and the meanest of them 
sparkled. The children were reading comic magazines and their mother had gone 
back to sleep.

“Let’s go through Georgia fast so we won’t have to look at it much,” John Wes-
ley said.

“If I were a little boy,” said the grandmother, “I wouldn’t talk about my native 
state that way. Tennessee has the mountains and Georgia has the hills.”

“Tennessee is just a hillbilly dumping ground,” John Wesley said, “and Georgia 
is a lousy state too.”

“You said it,” June Star said.
“In my time,” said the grandmother, folding her thin veined fingers, “children were 

more respectful of their native states and their parents and everything else. People did 
right then. Oh look at the cute little pickaninny!” she said and pointed to a Negro child 
standing in the door of a shack. “Wouldn’t that make a picture, now?” she asked and 
they all turned and looked at the little Negro out of the back window. He waved.

“He didn’t have any britches on,” June Star said.
“He probably didn’t have any,” the grandmother explained. “Little niggers in 

the country don’t have things like we do. If I could paint, I’d paint that picture,” she 
said.

The children exchanged comic books.
The grandmother offered to hold the baby and the children’s mother passed him 

over the front seat to her. She set him on her knee and bounced him and told him 
about the things they were passing. She rolled her eyes and screwed up her mouth 
and stuck her leathery thin face into his smooth bland one. Occasionally he gave 
her a faraway smile. They passed a large cotton field with five or six graves fenced 
in the middle of it, like a small island. “Look at the graveyard!” the grandmother 
said, pointing it out. “That was the old family burying ground. That belonged to the 
plantation.”

“Where’s the plantation?” John Wesley asked.
“Gone With the Wind,” said the grandmother. “Ha. Ha.”
When the children finished all the comic books they had brought, they opened 

the lunch and ate it. The grandmother ate a peanut butter sandwich and an olive 
and would not let the children throw the box and the paper napkins out the window. 
When there was nothing else to do they played a game by choosing a cloud and 
making the other two guess what shape it suggested. John Wesley took one the 
shape of a cow and June Star guessed a cow and John Wesley said, no, an auto-
mobile, and June Star said he didn’t play fair, and they began to slap each other 
over the grandmother.

The grandmother said she would tell them a story if they would keep quiet. 
When she told a story, she rolled her eyes and waved her head and was very dra-
matic. She said once when she was a maiden lady she had been courted by a Mr. 
Edgar Atkins Teagarden from Jasper, Georgia. She said he was a very good-looking 
man and a gentleman and that he brought her a watermelon every Saturday after-
noon with his initials cut in it, E. A. T. Well, one Saturday, she said, Mr. Teagarden 
brought the watermelon and there was nobody at home and he left it on the front 
porch and returned in his buggy to Jasper, but she never got the watermelon, she 
said, because a nigger boy ate it when he saw the initials, E. A. T.! This story tickled 
John Wesley’s funny bone and he giggled and giggled but June Star didn’t think it 
was any good. She said she wouldn’t marry a man that just brought her a water-
melon on Saturday. The grandmother said she would have done well to marry Mr. 
Teagarden because he was a gentleman and had bought Coca-Cola stock when it 
first came out and that he had died only a few years ago, a very wealthy man.

They stopped at The Tower for barbecued sandwiches. The Tower was a part 
stucco and part wood filling station and dance hall set in a clearing outside of 
Timothy. A fat man named Red Sammy Butts ran it and there were signs stuck here 
and there on the building and for miles up and down the highway saying, try red 
sammy’s famous barbecue. none like famous red sammy’s! red sam! the fat boy with 
the happy laugh. a veteran! red sammy’s your man!

Red Sammy was lying on the bare ground outside The Tower with his head 
under a truck while a gray monkey about a foot high, chained to a small chinaberry 
tree, chattered nearby. The monkey sprang back into the tree and got on the high-
est limb as soon as he saw the children jump out of the car and run toward him.

Inside, The Tower was a long dark room with a counter at one end and tables 
at the other and dancing space in the middle. They all sat down at a board table 
next to the nickelodeon and Red Sam’s wife, a tall burnt-brown woman with hair 
and eyes lighter than her skin, came and took their order. The children’s mother put 
a dime in the machine and played “The Tennessee Waltz,” and the grandmother 
said that tune always made her want to dance. She asked Bailey if he would like 
to dance but he only glared at her. He didn’t have a naturally sunny disposition like 
she did and trips made him nervous. The grandmother’s brown eyes were very 
bright. She swayed her head from side to side and pretended she was dancing in 
her chair. June Star said play something she could tap to so the children’s mother 
put in another dime and played a fast number and June Star stepped out onto the 
dance floor and did her tap routine.

“Ain’t she cute?” Red Sam’s wife said, leaning over the counter. “Would you like 
to come be my little girl?”

“No I certainly wouldn’t,” June Star said. “I wouldn’t live in a broken-down place 
like this for a million bucks!” and she ran back to the table.

“Ain’t she cute?” the woman repeated, stretching her mouth politely.
“Aren’t you ashamed?” hissed the grandmother.
Red Sam came in and told his wife to quit lounging on the counter and hurry 

up with these people’s order. His khaki trousers reached just to his hip bones and 
his stomach hung over them like a sack of meal swaying under his shirt. He came 
over and sat down at a table nearby and let out a combination sigh and yodel. “You 
can’t win,” he said. “You can’t win,” and he wiped his sweating red face off with a 
gray handkerchief. “These days you don’t know who to trust,” he said. “Ain’t that 
the truth?”

“People are certainly not nice like they used to be,” said the grandmother.
“Two fellers come in here last week,” Red Sammy said, “driving a Chrysler. It 

was a old beat-up car but it was a good one and these boys looked all right to me. 
Said they worked at the mill and you know I let them fellers charge the gas they 
bought? Now why did I do that?”

“Because you’re a good man!” the grandmother said at once.
“Yes’m, I suppose so,” Red Sam said as if he were struck with this answer.
His wife brought the orders, carrying the five plates all at once without a tray, 

two in each hand and one balanced on her arm. “It isn’t a soul in this green world 
of God’s that you can trust,” she said. “And I don’t count nobody out of that, not 
nobody,” she repeated, looking at Red Sammy.

“Did you read about that criminal, The Misfit, that’s escaped?” asked the grand-
mother.

“I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if he didn’t attact this place right here,” said the 
woman. “If he hears about it being here, I wouldn’t be none surprised to see him. 
If he hears it’s two cent in the cash register, I wouldn’t be a-tall surprised if he . . .”

“That’ll do,” Red Sam said. “Go bring these people their Co’-Colas,” and the 
woman went off to get the rest of the order.

“A good man is hard to find,” Red Sammy said. “Everything is getting terrible. I 
remember the day you could go off and leave your screen door unlatched. Not no 
more.”

He and the grandmother discussed better times. The old lady said that in her 
opinion Europe was entirely to blame for the way things were now. She said the way 
Europe acted you would think we were made of money and Red Sam said it was no 
use talking about it, she was exactly right. The children ran outside into the white 
sunlight and looked at the monkey in the lacy chinaberry tree. He was busy catch-
ing fleas on himself and biting each one carefully between his teeth as if it were a 
delicacy.

They drove off again into the hot afternoon. The grandmother took cat naps and 
woke up every five minutes with her own snoring. Outside of Toombsboro she woke 
up and recalled an old plantation that she had visited in this neighborhood once 
when she was a young lady. She said the house had six white columns across the 
front and that there was an avenue of oaks leading up to it and two little wooden 
trellis arbors on either side in front where you sat down with your suitor after a stroll 
in the garden. She recalled exactly which road to turn off to get to it. She knew that 
Bailey would not be willing to lose any time looking at an old house, but the more 
she talked about it, the more she wanted to see it once again and find out if the 
little twin arbors were still standing. “There was a secret panel in this house,” she 
said craftily, not telling the truth but wishing that she were, “and the story went that 
all the family silver was hidden in it when Sherman° came through but it was never 
found . . .”

“Hey!” John Wesley said. “Let’s go see it! We’ll find it! We’ll poke all the wood-
work and find it! Who lives there? Where do you turn off at? Hey, Pop, can’t we turn 
off there?”

“We never have seen a house with a secret panel!” June Star shrieked. “Let’s go to 
the house with the secret panel! Hey Pop, can’t we go see the house with the secret 
panel!”

“It’s not far from here, I know,” the grandmother said. “It wouldn’t take over 
twenty minutes.”

Bailey was looking straight ahead. His jaw was as rigid as a horseshoe. “No,” 
he said.

The children began to yell and scream that they wanted to see the house with 
the secret panel. John Wesley kicked the back of the front seat and June Star hung 
over her mother’s shoulder and whined desperately into her ear that they never had 
any fun even on their vacation, that they could never do what they wanted to do. 
The baby began to scream and John Wesley kicked the back of the seat so hard 
that his father could feel the blows in his kidney.

“All right!” he shouted and drew the car to a stop at the side of the road. “Will 
you all shut up? Will you all just shut up for one second? If you don’t shut up, we 
won’t go anywhere.”

“It would be very educational for them,” the grandmother murmured.
“All right,” Bailey said, “but get this: this is the only time we’re going to stop for 

anything like this. This is the one and only time.”
“The dirt road that you have to turn down is about a mile back,” the grand-

mother directed. “I marked it when we passed.”
“A dirt road,” Bailey groaned.
After they had turned around and were headed toward the dirt road, the grand-

mother recalled other points about the house, the beautiful glass over the front 
doorway and the candle-lamp in the hall. John Wesley said that the secret panel 
was probably in the fireplace.

“You can’t go inside this house,” Bailey said. “You don’t know who lives there.”
“While you all talk to the people in front, I’ll run around behind and get in a win-

dow,” John Wesley suggested.
“We’ll all stay in the car,” his mother said.
They turned onto the dirt road and the car raced roughly along in a swirl of 

pink dust. The grandmother recalled the times when there were no paved roads 
and thirty miles was a day’s journey. The dirt road was hilly and there were sudden 
washes in it and sharp curves on dangerous embankments. All at once they would 
be on a hill, looking down over the blue tops of trees for miles around, then the next 
minute, they would be in a red depression with the dust-coated trees looking down 
on them.

“This place had better turn up in a minute,” Bailey said, “or I’m going to turn 
around.”

The road looked as if no one had traveled on it for months.
“It’s not much farther,” the grandmother said and just as she said it, a horrible 

thought came to her. The thought was so embarrassing that she turned red in the 
face and her eyes dilated and her feet jumped up, upsetting her valise in the corner. 
The instant the valise moved, the newspaper top she had over the basket under it 
rose with a snarl and Pitty Sing, the cat, sprang onto Bailey’s shoulder.

The children were thrown to the floor and their mother, clutching the baby, was 
thrown out the door onto the ground; the old lady was thrown into the front seat. 
The car turned over once and landed right-side-up in a gulch off the side of the 
road. Bailey remained in the driver’s seat with the cat—gray-striped with a broad 
white face and an orange nose—clinging to his neck like a caterpillar.

As soon as the children saw they could move their arms and legs, they scrambled 
out of the car, shouting, “We’ve had an accident!” The grandmother was curled up 
under the dashboard, hoping she was injured so that Bailey’s wrath would not come 
down on her all at once. The horrible thought she had had before the accident was 
that the house she had remembered so vividly was not in Georgia but in Tennessee.

Bailey removed the cat from his neck with both hands and flung it out the win-
dow against the side of a pine tree. Then he got out of the car and started looking 
for the children’s mother. She was sitting against the side of the red gutted ditch, 
holding the screaming baby, but she only had a cut down her face and a broken 
shoulder. “We’ve had an accident!” the children screamed in a frenzy of delight.

“But nobody’s killed,” June Star said with disappointment as the grandmother 
limped out of the car, her hat still pinned to her head but the broken front brim 
standing up at a jaunty angle and the violet spray hanging off the side. They all sat 
down in the ditch, except the children, to recover from the shock. They were all 
shaking.

“Maybe a car will come along,” said the children’s mother hoarsely.
“I believe I have injured an organ,” said the grandmother, pressing her side, but 

no one answered her. Bailey’s teeth were clattering. He had on a yellow sport shirt 
with bright blue parrots designed in it and his face was as yellow as the shirt. The 
grandmother decided that she would not mention that the house was in Tennessee.

The road was about ten feet above and they could see only the tops of the trees 
on the other side of it. Behind the ditch they were sitting in there were more woods, 
tall and dark and deep. In a few minutes they saw a car some distance away on top 
of a hill, coming slowly as if the occupants were watching them. The grandmother 
stood up and waved both her arms dramatically to attract their attention. The car 
continued to come on slowly, disappeared around a bend and appeared again, 
moving even slower, on top of the hill they had gone over. It was a big black bat-
tered hearse-like automobile. There were three men in it.

It came to a stop just over them and for some minutes, the driver looked down 
with a steady expressionless gaze to where they were sitting, and didn’t speak. 
Then he turned his head and muttered something to the other two and they got 
out. One was a fat boy in black trousers and a red sweat shirt with a silver stallion 
embossed on the front of it. He moved around on the right side of them and stood 
staring, his mouth partly open in a kind of loose grin. The other had on khaki pants 
and a blue striped coat and a gray hat pulled down very low, hiding most of his 
face. He came around slowly on the left side. Neither spoke.

The driver got out of the car and stood by the side of it, looking down at them. 
He was an older man than the other two. His hair was just beginning to gray and 
he wore silver-rimmed spectacles that gave him a scholarly look. He had a long 
creased face and didn’t have on any shirt or undershirt. He had on blue jeans that 
were too tight for him and was holding a black hat and a gun. The two boys also 
had guns.

“We’ve had an accident!” the children screamed.
The grandmother had the peculiar feeling that the bespectacled man was some-

one she knew. His face was as familiar to her as if she had known him all her life 
but she could not recall who he was. He moved away from the car and began to 
come down the embankment, placing his feet carefully so that he wouldn’t slip. He 
had on tan and white shoes and no socks, and his ankles were red and thin. “Good 
afternoon,” he said. “I see you all had you a little spill.”

“We turned over twice!” said the grandmother.
“Oncet,” he corrected. “We seen it happen. Try their car and see will it run, Hiram,” 

he said quietly to the boy with the gray hat.
“What you got that gun for?” John Wesley asked. “Whatcha gonna do with that 

gun?”
“Lady,” the man said to the children’s mother, “would you mind calling them 

children to sit down by you? Children make me nervous. I want all you all to sit 
down right together there where you’re at.”

“What are you telling US what to do for?” June Star asked.
Behind them the line of woods gaped like a dark open mouth. “Come here,” 

said their mother.
“Look here now,” Bailey began suddenly, “we’re in a predicament! We’re in . . .”
The grandmother shrieked. She scrambled to her feet and stood staring. “You’re 

The Misfit!” she said. “I recognized you at once!”
“Yes’m,” the man said, smiling slightly as if he were pleased in spite of himself 

to be known, “but it would have been better for all of you, lady, if you hadn’t of 
reckernized me.”

Bailey turned his head sharply and said something to his mother that shocked 
even the children. The old lady began to cry and The Misfit reddened.

“Lady,” he said, “don’t you get upset. Sometimes a man says things he don’t 
mean. I don’t reckon he meant to talk to you thataway.”

“You wouldn’t shoot a lady, would you?” the grandmother said and removed a 
clean handkerchief from her cuff and began to slap at her eyes with it.

The Misfit pointed the toe of his shoe into the ground and made a little hole and 
then covered it up again. “I would hate to have to,” he said.

“Listen,” the grandmother almost screamed, “I know you’re a good man. You don’t 
look a bit like you have common blood. I know you must come from nice people!”

“Yes mam,” he said, “finest people in the world.” When he smiled he showed a 
row of strong white teeth. “God never made a finer woman than my mother and my 
daddy’s heart was pure gold,” he said. The boy with the red sweat shirt had come 
around behind them and was standing with his gun at his hip. The Misfit squatted 
down on the ground. “Watch them children, Bobby Lee,” he said. “You know they 
make me nervous.” He looked at the six of them huddled together in front of him 
and he seemed to be embarrassed as if he couldn’t think of anything to say. “Ain’t 
a cloud in the sky,” he remarked, looking up at it. “Don’t see no sun but don’t see 
no cloud neither.”

“Yes, it’s a beautiful day,” said the grandmother. “Listen,” she said, “you shouldn’t 
call yourself The Misfit because I know you’re a good man at heart. I can just look 
at you and tell.”

“Hush!” Bailey yelled. “Hush! Everybody shut up and let me handle this!” He 
was squatting in the position of a runner about to sprint forward but he didn’t 
move.

“I pre-chate that, lady,” The Misfit said and drew a little circle in the ground with 
the butt of his gun.

“It’ll take a half a hour to fix this here car,” Hiram called, looking over the raised 
hood of it.

“Well, first you and Bobby Lee get him and that little boy to step over yonder 
with you,” The Misfit said, pointing to Bailey and John Wesley. “The boys want to 
ast you something,” he said to Bailey. “Would you mind stepping back in them 
woods there with them?”

“Listen,” Bailey began, “we’re in a terrible predicament! Nobody realizes what 
this is,” and his voice cracked. His eyes were as blue and intense as the parrots in 
his shirt and he remained perfectly still.

The grandmother reached up to adjust her hat brim as if she were going to 
the woods with him but it came off in her hand. She stood staring at it and after a 
second she let it fall on the ground. Hiram pulled Bailey up by the arm as if he were 
assisting an old man. John Wesley caught hold of his father’s hand and Bobby Lee 
followed. They went off toward the woods and just as they reached the dark edge, 
Bailey turned and supporting himself against a gray naked pine trunk, he shouted, 
“I’ll be back in a minute, Mamma, wait on me!”

“Come back this instant!” his mother shrilled but they all disappeared into the 
woods.

“Bailey Boy!” the grandmother called in a tragic voice but she found she was 
looking at The Misfit squatting on the ground in front of her. “I just know you’re a 
good man,” she said desperately. “You’re not a bit common!”

“Nome, I ain’t a good man,” The Misfit said after a second as if he had consid-
ered her statement carefully, “but I ain’t the worst in the world neither. My daddy 
said I was a different breed of dog from my brothers and sisters. ‘You know,’ Daddy 
said, ‘it’s some that can live their whole life out without asking about it and it’s oth-
ers has to know why it is, and this boy is one of the latters. He’s going to be into 
everything!’” He put on his black hat and looked up suddenly and then away deep 
into the woods as if he were embarrassed again. “I’m sorry I don’t have on a shirt 
before you ladies,” he said, hunching his shoulders slightly. “We buried our clothes 
that we had on when we escaped and we’re just making do until we can get better. 
We borrowed these from some folks we met,” he explained.

“That’s perfectly all right,” the grandmother said. “Maybe Bailey has an extra 
shirt in his suitcase.”

“I’ll look and see terrectly,” The Misfit said.
“Where are they taking him?” the children’s mother screamed.
“Daddy was a card himself,” The Misfit said. “You couldn’t put anything over 

on him. He never got in trouble with the Authorities though. Just had the knack of 
handling them.”

“You could be honest too if you’d only try,” said the grandmother. “Think how 
wonderful it would be to settle down and live a comfortable life and not have to 
think about somebody chasing you all the time.”

The Misfit kept scratching in the ground with the butt of his gun as if he were 
thinking about it. “Yes’m, somebody is always after you,” he murmured.

The grandmother noticed how thin his shoulder blades were just behind his 
hat because she was standing up looking down on him. “Do you ever pray?” she 
asked.

He shook his head. All she saw was the black hat wiggle between his shoulder 
blades. “Nome,” he said.

There was a pistol shot from the woods, followed closely by another. Then si-
lence. The old lady’s head jerked around. She could hear the wind move through 
the tree tops like a long satisfied insuck of breath. “Bailey Boy!” she called.

“I was a gospel singer for a while,” The Misfit said. “I been most everything. Been 
in the arm service, both land and sea, at home and abroad, been twict married, been 
an undertaker, been with the railroads, plowed Mother Earth, been in a tornado, seen 
a man burnt alive oncet,” and he looked up at the children’s mother and the little girl 
who were sitting close together, their faces white and their eyes glassy; “I even seen 
a woman flogged,” he said.

“Pray, pray,” the grandmother began, “pray, pray . . .”
“I never was a bad boy that I remember of,” The Misfit said in an almost dreamy 

voice, “but somewheres along the line I done something wrong and got sent to the 
penitentiary. I was buried alive,” and he looked up and held her attention to him by 
a steady stare.

“That’s when you should have started to pray,” she said. “What did you do to 
get sent to the penitentiary that first time?”

“Turn to the right, it was a wall,” The Misfit said, looking up again at the cloud-
less sky. “Turn to the left, it was a wall. Look up it was a ceiling, look down it was a 
floor. I forget what I done, lady. I set there and set there, trying to remember what 
it was I done and I ain’t recalled it to this day. Oncet in a while, I would think it was 
coming to me, but it never come.”

“Maybe they put you in by mistake,” the old lady said vaguely.
“Nome,” he said. “It wasn’t no mistake. They had the papers on me.”
“You must have stolen something,” she said.
The Misfit sneered slightly. “Nobody had nothing I wanted,” he said. “It was 

a head-doctor at the penitentiary said what I had done was kill my daddy but I 
known that for a lie. My daddy died in nineteen ought nineteen of the epidemic flu 
and I never had a thing to do with it. He was buried in the Mount Hopewell Baptist 
churchyard and you can go there and see for yourself.”

“If you would pray,” the old lady said, “Jesus would help you.”
“That’s right,” The Misfit said.
“Well then, why don’t you pray?” she asked trembling with delight suddenly.
“I don’t want no hep,” he said. “I’m doing all right by myself.”
Bobby Lee and Hiram came ambling back from the woods. Bobby Lee was 

dragging a yellow shirt with bright blue parrots in it.
“Thow me that shirt, Bobby Lee,” The Misfit said. The shirt came flying at him 

and landed on his shoulder and he put it on. The grandmother couldn’t name what 
the shirt reminded her of. “No, lady,” The Misfit said while he was buttoning it up, “I 
found out the crime don’t matter. You can do one thing or you can do another, kill a 
man or take a tire off his car, because sooner or later you’re going to forget what it 
was you done and just be punished for it.”

The children’s mother had begun to make heaving noises as if she couldn’t get 
her breath. “Lady,” he asked, “would you and that little girl like to step off yonder 
with Bobby Lee and Hiram and join your husband?”

“Yes, thank you,” the mother said faintly. Her left arm dangled helplessly and she 
was holding the baby, who had gone to sleep, in the other. “Hep that lady up, Hiram,” 
The Misfit said as she struggled to climb out of the ditch, “and Bobby Lee, you hold 
onto that little girl’s hand.”

“I don’t want to hold hands with him,” June Star said. “He reminds me of a pig.”
The fat boy blushed and laughed and caught her by the arm and pulled her off 

into the woods after Hiram and her mother.
Alone with The Misfit, the grandmother found that she had lost her voice. There 

was not a cloud in the sky nor any sun. There was nothing around her but woods. 
She wanted to tell him that he must pray. She opened and closed her mouth several 
times before anything came out. Finally she found herself saying, “Jesus. Jesus,” 
meaning, Jesus will help you, but the way she was saying it, it sounded as if she 
might be cursing.

“Yes’m,” The Misfit said as if he agreed. “Jesus thown everything off balance. 
It was the same case with Him as with me except He hadn’t committed any crime 
and they could prove I had committed one because they had the papers on me. Of 
course,” he said, “they never shown me my papers. That’s why I sign myself now. I 
said long ago, you get you a signature and sign everything you do and keep a copy 
of it. Then you’ll know what you done and you can hold up the crime to the punish-
ment and see do they match and in the end you’ll have something to prove you ain’t 
been treated right. I call myself The Misfit,” he said, “because I can’t make what all 
I done wrong fit what all I gone through in punishment.”

There was a piercing scream from the woods, followed closely by a pistol re-
port. “Does it seem right to you, lady, that one is punished a heap and another ain’t 
punished at all?”

“Jesus!” the old lady cried. “You’ve got good blood! I know you wouldn’t shoot 
a lady! I know you come from nice people! Pray! Jesus, you ought not to shoot a 
lady. I’ll give you all the money I’ve got!”

“Lady,” The Misfit said, looking beyond her far into the woods, “there never was 
a body that give the undertaker a tip.”

There were two more pistol reports and the grandmother raised her head like a 
parched old turkey hen crying for water and called, “Bailey Boy, Bailey Boy!” as if 
her heart would break.

“Jesus was the only One that ever raised the dead,” The Misfit continued, “and 
He shouldn’t have done it. He thown everything off balance. If He did what He said, 
then it’s nothing for you to do but thow away everything and follow Him, and if He 
didn’t, then it’s nothing for you to do but enjoy the few minutes you got left the best 
way you can—by killing somebody or burning down his house or doing some other 
meanness to him. No pleasure but meanness,” he said and his voice had become 
almost a snarl.

“Maybe He didn’t raise the dead,” the old lady mumbled, not knowing what 
she was saying and feeling so dizzy that she sank down in the ditch with her legs 
twisted under her.

“I wasn’t there so I can’t say He didn’t,” The Misfit said. “I wisht I had of been 
there,” he said, hitting the ground with his fist. “It ain’t right I wasn’t there because 
if I had of been there I would of known. Listen lady,” he said in a high voice, “if I had 
of been there I would of known and I wouldn’t be like I am now.” His voice seemed 
about to crack and the grandmother’s head cleared for an instant. She saw the 
man’s face twisted close to her own as if he were going to cry and she murmured, 
“Why you’re one of my babies. You’re one of my own children!” She reached out and 
touched him on the shoulder. The Misfit sprang back as if a snake had bitten him 
and shot her three times through the chest. Then he put his gun down on the ground 
and took off his glasses and began to clean them.

Hiram and Bobby Lee returned from the woods and stood over the ditch, look-
ing down at the grandmother who half sat and half lay in a puddle of blood with her 
legs crossed under her like a child’s and her face smiling up at the cloudless sky.

Without his glasses, The Misfit’s eyes were red-rimmed and pale and defense-
less-looking. “Take her off and thow her where you thown the others,” he said, pick-
ing up the cat that was rubbing itself against his leg.

“She was a talker, wasn’t she?” Bobby Lee said, sliding down the ditch with a 
yodel.

“She would of been a good woman,” The Misfit said, “if it had been somebody 
there to shoot her every minute of her life.”

“Some fun!” Bobby Lee said.
“Shut up, Bobby Lee,” The Misfit said. “It’s no real pleasure in life.”� ■
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Flannery O’Connor

Revelation	 1965

The doctor’s waiting room, which was very small, was almost full when the Tur-
pins entered and Mrs. Turpin, who was very large, made it look even smaller by her 
presence. She stood looming at the head of the magazine table set in the center 
of it, a living demonstration that the room was inadequate and ridiculous. Her little 
bright black eyes took in all the patients as she sized up the seating situation. There 
was one vacant chair and a place on a sofa occupied by a blond child in a dirty 
blue romper who should have been told to move over and make room for the lady. 
He was five or six, but Mrs. Turpin saw at once that no one was going to tell him 
to move over. He was slumped down in the seat, his arms idle at his sides and his 
eyes idle in his head; his nose ran unchecked.

Mrs. Turpin put a firm hand on Claud’s shoulder and said in a voice that included 
anyone who wanted to listen, “Claud, you sit in that chair there,” and gave him a 
push down into the vacant one. Claud was florid and bald and sturdy, somewhat 
shorter than Mrs. Turpin, but he sat down as if he were accustomed to doing what 
she told him to.

Mrs. Turpin remained standing. The only man in the room besides Claud was a lean 
stringy old fellow with a rusty hand spread out on each knee, whose eyes were closed 
as if he were asleep or dead or pretending to be so as not to get up and offer her his 
seat. Her gaze settled agreeably on a well-dressed grey-haired lady whose eyes met 
hers and whose expression said: if that child belonged to me, he would have some man-
ners and move over—there’s plenty of room there for you and him too.

Claud looked up with a sigh and made as if to rise.
“Sit down,” Mrs. Turpin said. “You know you’re not supposed to stand on that 

leg. He has an ulcer on his leg,” she explained.
Claud lifted his foot onto the magazine table and rolled his trouser leg up to re-

veal a purple swelling on a plump marble-white calf.
“My!” the pleasant lady said. “How did you do that?”
“A cow kicked him,” Mrs. Turpin said.
“Goodness!” said the lady.
Claud rolled his trouser leg down.
“Maybe the little boy would move over,” the lady suggested, but the child did 

not stir.
“Somebody will be leaving in a minute,” Mrs. Turpin said. She could not un-

derstand why a doctor—with as much money as they made charging five dollars 
a day to just stick their head in the hospital door and look at you—couldn’t afford 
a decent-sized waiting room. This one was hardly bigger than a garage. The table 
was cluttered with limp-looking magazines and at one end of it there was a big 
green glass ash tray full of cigaret butts and cotton wads with little blood spots on 
them. If she had had anything to do with the running of the place, that would have 
been emptied every so often. There were no chairs against the wall at the head of 
the room. It had a rectangular-shaped panel in it that permitted a view of the office 
where the nurse came and went and the secretary listened to the radio. A plastic fern 
in a gold pot sat in the opening and trailed its fronds down almost to the floor. The 
radio was softly playing gospel music.

Just then the inner door opened and a nurse with the highest stack of yellow hair 
Mrs. Turpin had ever seen put her face in the crack and called for the next patient. 
The woman sitting beside Claud grasped the two arms of her chair and hoisted her-
self up; she pulled her dress free from her legs and lumbered through the door where 
the nurse had disappeared.

Mrs. Turpin eased into the vacant chair, which held her tight as a corset. “I wish 
I could reduce,” she said, and rolled her eyes and gave a comic sigh.

“Oh, you aren’t fat,” the stylish lady said.
“Ooooo I am too,” Mrs. Turpin said. “Claud he eats all he wants to and never 

weighs over one hundred and seventy-five pounds, but me I just look at something 
good to eat and I gain some weight,” and her stomach and shoulders shook with 
laughter. “You can eat all you want to, can’t you, Claud?” she asked, turning to him.

Claud only grinned.
“Well, as long as you have such a good disposition,” the stylish lady said, “I 

don’t think it makes a bit of difference what size you are. You just can’t beat a good 
disposition.”

Next to her was a fat girl of eighteen or nineteen, scowling into a thick blue book 
which Mrs. Turpin saw was entitled Human Development. The girl raised her head 
and directed her scowl at Mrs. Turpin as if she did not like her looks. She appeared 
annoyed that anyone should speak while she tried to read. The poor girl’s face was 
blue with acne and Mrs. Turpin thought how pitiful it was to have a face like that at 
that age. She gave the girl a friendly smile but the girl only scowled the harder. Mrs. 
Turpin herself was fat but she had always had good skin, and, though she was forty-
seven years old, there was not a wrinkle in her face except around her eyes from 
laughing too much.

Next to the ugly girl was the child, still in exactly the same position, and next to 
him was a thin leathery old woman in a cotton print dress. She and Claud had three 
sacks of chicken feed in their pump house that was in the same print. She had seen 
from the first that the child belonged with the old woman. She could tell by the way 
they sat—kind of vacant and white-trashy, as if they would sit there until Doomsday 
if nobody called and told them to get up. And at right angles but next to the well-
dressed pleasant lady was a lank-faced woman who was certainly the child’s mother. 
She had on a yellow sweat shirt and wine-colored slacks, both gritty-looking, and 
the rims of her lips were stained with snuff. Her dirty yellow hair was tied behind with 
a little piece of red paper ribbon. Worse than niggers any day, Mrs. Turpin thought.

The gospel hymn playing was, “When I looked up and He looked down,” and 
Mrs. Turpin, who knew it, supplied the last line mentally, “And wona these days I 
know I’ll we-eara crown.”

Without appearing to, Mrs. Turpin always noticed people’s feet. The well-dressed 
lady had on red and grey suede shoes to match her dress. Mrs. Turpin had on 
her good black patent leather pumps. The ugly girl had on Girl Scout shoes and 
heavy socks. The old woman had on tennis shoes and the white-trashy mother had 
on what appeared to be bedroom slippers, black straw with gold braid threaded 
through them—exactly what you would have expected her to have on.

Sometimes at night when she couldn’t go to sleep, Mrs. Turpin would occupy 
herself with the question of who she would have chosen to be if she couldn’t have 
been herself. If Jesus had said to her before he made her, “There’s only two places 
available for you. You can either be a nigger or white-trash,” what would she have 
said? “Please, Jesus, please,” she would have said, “just let me wait until there’s 
another place available,” and he would have said, “No, you have to go right now and 
I have only those two places so make up your mind.” She would have wiggled and 
squirmed and begged and pleaded but it would have been no use and finally she 
would have said, “All right, make me a nigger then—but that don’t mean a trashy 
one.” And he would have made her a neat clean respectable Negro woman, herself 
but black.

Next to the child’s mother was a red-headed youngish woman, reading one 
of the magazines and working a piece of chewing gum, hell for leather, as Claud 
would say. Mrs. Turpin could not see the woman’s feet. She was not white-trash, 
just common. Sometimes Mrs. Turpin occupied herself at night naming the classes 
of people. On the bottom of the heap were most colored people, not the kind she 
would have been if she had been one, but most of them; then next to them—not 
above, just away from—were the white-trash; then above them were the home-
owners, and above them the home-and-land owners, to which she and Claud be-
longed. Above she and Claud were people with a lot of money and much bigger 
houses and much more land. But here the complexity of it would begin to bear in 
on her, for some of the people with a lot of money were common and ought to be 
below she and Claud and some of the people who had good blood had lost their 
money and had to rent and then there were colored people who owned their homes 
and land as well. There was a colored dentist in town who had two red Lincolns and 
a swimming pool and a farm with registered white-face cattle on it. Usually by the 
time she had fallen asleep all the classes of people were moiling and roiling around 
in her head, and she would dream they were all crammed in together in a box car, 
being ridden off to be put in a gas oven.

“That’s a beautiful clock,” she said and nodded to her right. It was a big wall 
clock, the face encased in a brass sunburst.

“Yes, it’s very pretty,” the stylish lady said agreeably. “And right on the dot too,” 
she added, glancing at her watch.

The ugly girl beside her cast an eye upward at the clock, smirked, then looked 
directly at Mrs. Turpin and smirked again. Then she returned her eyes to her book. 
She was obviously the lady’s daughter because, although they didn’t look anything 
alike as to disposition, they both had the same shape of face and the same blue 
eyes. On the lady they sparkled pleasantly but in the girl’s seared face they appeared 
alternately to smolder and to blaze.

What if Jesus had said, “All right, you can be white-trash or a nigger or ugly”!
Mrs. Turpin felt an awful pity for the girl, though she thought it was one thing to 

be ugly and another to act ugly.
The woman with the snuff-stained lips turned around in her chair and looked up 

at the clock. Then she turned back and appeared to look a little to the side of Mrs. 
Turpin. There was a cast in one of her eyes. “You want to know wher you can get you 
one of themther clocks?” she asked in a loud voice.

“No, I already have a nice clock,” Mrs. Turpin said. Once somebody like her got 
a leg in the conversation, she would be all over it.

“You can get you one with green stamps,” the woman said. “That’s most likely 
wher he got hisn. Save you up enough, you can get you most anythang. I got me 
some joo’ry.”

Ought to have got you a wash rag and some soap, Mrs. Turpin thought.
“I get contour sheets with mine,” the pleasant lady said.
The daughter slammed her book shut. She looked straight in front of her, directly 

through Mrs. Turpin and on through the yellow curtain and the plate glass window 
which made the wall behind her. The girl’s eyes seemed lit all of a sudden with a pe-
culiar light, an unnatural light like night road signs give. Mrs. Turpin turned her head 
to see if there was anything going on outside that she should see, but she could not 
see anything. Figures passing cast only a pale shadow through the curtain. There 
was no reason the girl should single her out for her ugly looks.

“Miss Finley,” the nurse said, cracking the door. The gum-chewing woman got 
up and passed in front of her and Claud and went into the office. She had on red 
high-heeled shoes.

Directly across the table, the ugly girl’s eyes were fixed on Mrs. Turpin as if she 
had some very special reason for disliking her.

“This is wonderful weather, isn’t it?” the girl’s mother said.
“It’s good weather for cotton if you can get the niggers to pick it,” Mrs. Turpin 

said, “but niggers don’t want to pick cotton any more. You can’t get the white folks 
to pick it and now you can’t get the niggers—because they got to be right up there 
with the white folks.”

“They gonna try anyways,” the white-trash woman said, leaning forward.
“Do you have one of those cotton-picking machines?” the pleasant lady asked.
“No,” Mrs. Turpin said, “they leave half the cotton in the field. We don’t have 

much cotton anyway. If you want to make it farming now, you have to have a little 
of everything. We got a couple of acres of cotton and a few hogs and chickens and 
just enough white-face that Claud can look after them himself.”

“One thang I don’t want,” the white-trash woman said, wiping her mouth with 
the back of her hands. “Hogs. Nasty stinking things, a-gruntin and a-rootin all over 
the place.”

Mrs. Turpin gave her the merest edge of her attention. “Our hogs are not dirty 
and they don’t stink,” she said. “They’re cleaner than some children I’ve seen. Their 
feet never touch the ground. We have a pig-parlor—that’s where you raise them on 
concrete,” she explained to the pleasant lady, “and Claud scoots them down with 
the hose every afternoon and washes off the floor.” Cleaner by far than that child 
right there, she thought. Poor nasty little thing. He had not moved except to put the 
thumb of his dirty hand into his mouth.

The woman turned her face away from Mrs. Turpin. “I know I wouldn’t scoot 
down no hog with no hose,” she said to the wall.

You wouldn’t have no hog to scoot down, Mrs. Turpin said to herself.
“A-gruntin and a-rootin and a-groanin,” the woman muttered.
“We got a little of everything,” Mrs. Turpin said to the pleasant lady. “It’s no use 

in having more than you can handle yourself with help like it is. We found enough 
niggers to pick our cotton this year but Claud he has to go after them and take them 
home again in the evening. They can’t walk that half a mile. No they can’t. I tell you,” 
she said and laughed merrily, “I sure am tired of buttering up niggers, but you got to 
love em if you want em to work for you. When they come in the morning, I run out 
and I say, ‘Hi yawl this morning?’ and when Claud drives them off to the field I just 
wave to beat the band and they just wave back.” And she waved her hand rapidly 
to illustrate.

“Like you read out of the same book,” the lady said, showing she understood 
perfectly.

“Child, yes,” Mrs. Turpin said. “And when they come in from the field, I run out 
with a bucket of icewater. That’s the way it’s going to be from now on,” she said. 
“You may as well face it.”

“One thang I know,” the white-trash woman said. “Two thangs I ain’t going to 
do: love no niggers or scoot down no hog with no hose.” And she let out a bark of 
contempt.

The look that Mrs. Turpin and the pleasant lady exchanged indicated they both 
understood that you had to have certain things before you could know certain things. 
But every time Mrs. Turpin exchanged a look with the lady, she was aware that the 
ugly girl’s peculiar eyes were still on her, and she had trouble bringing her attention 
back to the conversation.

“When you got something,” she said, “you got to look after it.” And when you 
ain’t got a thing but breath and britches, she added to herself, you can afford to 
come to town every morning and just sit on the Court House coping and spit.

A grotesque revolving shadow passed across the curtain behind her and was 
thrown palely on the opposite wall. Then a bicycle clattered down against the out-
side of the building. The door opened and a colored boy glided in with a tray from 
the drug store. It had two large red and white paper cups on it with tops on them. 
He was a tall, very black boy in discolored white pants and a green nylon shirt. He 
was chewing gum slowly, as if to music. He set the tray down in the office opening 
next to the fern and stuck his head through to look for the secretary. She was not 
in there. He rested his arms on the ledge and waited, his narrow bottom stuck out, 
swaying slowly to the left and right. He raised a hand over his head and scratched 
the base of his skull.

“You see that button there, boy?” Mrs. Turpin said. “You can punch that and 
she’ll come. She’s probably in the back somewhere.”

“Is thas right?” the boy said agreeably, as if he had never seen the button be-
fore. He leaned to the right and put his finger on it. “She sometime out,” he said 
and twisted around to face his audience, his elbows behind him on the counter. The 
nurse appeared and he twisted back again. She handed him a dollar and he rooted 
in his pocket and made the change and counted it out to her. She gave him fifteen 
cents for a tip and he went out with the empty tray. The heavy door swung to slowly 
and closed at length with the sound of suction. For a moment no one spoke.

“They ought to send all them niggers back to Africa,” the white-trash woman 
said. “That’s wher they come from in the first place.”

“Oh, I couldn’t do without my good colored friends,” the pleasant lady said.
“There’s a heap of things worse than a nigger,” Mrs. Turpin agreed. “It’s all kinds 

of them just like it’s all kinds of us.”
“Yes, and it takes all kinds to make the world go round,” the lady said in her 

musical voice.
As she said it, the raw-complexioned girl snapped her teeth together. Her lower 

lip turned downwards and inside out, revealing the pale pink inside of her mouth. 
After a second it rolled back up. It was the ugliest face Mrs. Turpin had ever seen 
anyone make and for a moment she was certain that the girl had made it at her. 
She was looking at her as if she had known and disliked her all her life—all of Mrs. 
Turpin’s life, it seemed too, not just all the girl’s life. Why, girl, I don’t even know you, 
Mrs. Turpin said silently.

She forced her attention back to the discussion. “It wouldn’t be practical to send 
them back to Africa,” she said. “They wouldn’t want to go. They got it too good 
here.”

“Wouldn’t be what they wanted—if I had anythang to do with it,” the woman 
said.

“It wouldn’t be a way in the world you could get all the niggers back over there,” 
Mrs. Turpin said. “They’d be hiding out and lying down and turning sick on you and 
wailing and hollering and raring and pitching. It wouldn’t be a way in the world to get 
them over there.”

“They got over here,” the trashy woman said. “Get back like they got over.”
“It wasn’t so many of them then,” Mrs. Turpin explained.
The woman looked at Mrs. Turpin as if here was an idiot indeed but Mrs. Turpin 

was not bothered by the look, considering where it came from.
“Nooo,” she said, “they’re going to stay here where they can go to New York and 

marry white folks and improve their color. That’s what they all want to do, every one 
of them, improve their color.”

“You know what comes of that, don’t you?” Claud asked.
“No, Claud, what?” Mrs. Turpin said.
Claud’s eyes twinkled. “White-faced niggers,” he said with never a smile.
Everybody in the office laughed except the white-trash and the ugly girl. The girl 

gripped the book in her lap with white fingers. The trashy woman looked around her 
from face to face as if she thought they were all idiots. The old woman in the feed 
sack dress continued to gaze expressionless across the floor at the hightop shoes of 
the man opposite her, the one who had been pretending to be asleep when the Tur-
pins came in. He was laughing heartily, his hands still spread out on his knees. The 
child had fallen to the side and was lying now almost face down in the old woman’s 
lap.

While they recovered from their laughter, the nasal chorus on the radio kept the 
room from silence.

“You go to blank blank
And I’ll go to mine
But we’ll all blank along
To-geth-ther,
And all along the blank
We’ll hep eachother out
Smile-ling in any kind of
Weath-ther!”

Mrs. Turpin didn’t catch every word but she caught enough to agree with the 
spirit of the song and it turned her thoughts sober. To help anybody out that needed 
it was her philosophy of life. She never spared herself when she found somebody 
in need, whether they were white or black, trash or decent. And of all she had to be 
thankful for, she was most thankful that this was so. If Jesus had said, “You can be 
high society and have all the money you want and be thin and svelte-like, but you 
can’t be a good woman with it,” she would have had to say, “Well don’t make me 
that then. Make me a good woman and it don’t matter what else, how fat or how ugly 
or how poor!” Her heart rose. He had not made her a nigger or white-trash or ugly! 
He had made her herself and given her a little of everything. Jesus, thank you! she 
said. Thank you thank you thank you! Whenever she counted her blessings she felt 
as buoyant as if she weighed one hundred and twenty-five pounds instead of one 
hundred and eighty.

“What’s wrong with your little boy?” the pleasant lady asked the white-trashy 
woman.

“He has a ulcer,” the woman said proudly. “He ain’t give me a minute’s peace 
since he was born. Him and her are just alike,” she said, nodding at the old woman, 
who was running her leathery fingers through the child’s pale hair. “Look like I can’t 
get nothing down them two but Co’ Cola and candy.”

That’s all you try to get down em, Mrs. Turpin said to herself. Too lazy to light 
the fire. There was nothing you could tell her about people like them that she didn’t 
know already. And it was not just that they didn’t have anything. Because if you gave 
them everything, in two weeks it would all be broken or filthy or they would have 
chopped it up for lightwood. She knew all this from her own experience. Help them 
you must, but help them you couldn’t.

All at once the ugly girl turned her lips inside out again. Her eyes were fixed like 
two drills on Mrs. Turpin. This time there was no mistaking that there was something 
urgent behind them.

Girl, Mrs. Turpin exclaimed silently, I haven’t done a thing to you! The girl might 
be confusing her with somebody else. There was no need to sit by and let herself be 
intimidated. “You must be in college,” she said boldly, looking directly at the girl. “I 
see you reading a book there.”

The girl continued to stare and pointedly did not answer.
Her mother blushed at this rudeness. “The lady asked you a question, Mary 

Grace,” she said under her breath.
“I have ears,” Mary Grace said.
The poor mother blushed again. “Mary Grace goes to Wellesley College,” she 

explained. She twisted one of the buttons on her dress. “In Massachusetts,” she 
added with a grimace. “And in the summer she just keeps right on studying. Just 
reads all the time, a real book worm. She’s done real well at Wellesley; she’s taking 
English and Math and History and Psychology and Social Studies,” she rattled on, 
“and I think it’s too much. I think she ought to get out and have fun.”

The girl looked as if she would like to hurl them all through the plate glass 
window.

“Way up north,” Mrs. Turpin murmured and thought, well, it hasn’t done much 
for her manners.

“I’d almost rather to have him sick,” the white-trash woman said, wrenching the 
attention back to herself. “He’s so mean when he ain’t. Look like some children just 
take natural to meanness. It’s some gets bad when they get sick but he was the op-
posite. Took sick and turned good. He don’t give me no trouble now. It’s me waitin 
to see the doctor,” she said.

If I was going to send anybody back to Africa, Mrs. Turpin thought, it would be 
your kind, woman. “Yes, indeed,” she said aloud, but looking up at the ceiling, “it’s 
a heap of things worse than a nigger.” And dirtier than a hog, she added to herself.

“I think people with bad dispositions are more to be pitied than anyone on earth,” 
the pleasant lady said in a voice that was decidedly thin.

“I thank the Lord he has blessed me with a good one,” Mrs. Turpin said. “The day 
has never dawned that I couldn’t find something to laugh at.”

“Not since she married me anyways,” Claud said with a comical straight face.
Everybody laughed except the girl and the white-trash.
Mrs. Turpin’s stomach shook. “He’s such a caution,” she said, “that I can’t help 

but laugh at him.”
The girl made a loud ugly noise through her teeth.
Her mother’s mouth grew thin and straight. “I think the worst thing in the world,” 

she said, “is an ungrateful person. To have everything and not appreciate it. I know 
a girl,” she said, “who has parents who would give her anything, a little brother who 
loves her dearly, who is getting a good education, who wears the best clothes, but 
who can never say a kind word to anyone, who never smiles, who just criticizes and 
complains all day long.”

“Is she too old to paddle?” Claud asked.
The girl’s face was almost purple.
“Yes,” the lady said, “I’m afraid there’s nothing to do but leave her to her folly. 

Some day she’ll wake up and it’ll be too late.”
“It never hurt anyone to smile,” Mrs. Turpin said. “It just makes you feel better 

all over.”
“Of course,” the lady said sadly, “but there are just some people you can’t tell 

anything to. They can’t take criticism.”
“If it’s one thing I am,” Mrs. Turpin said with feeling, “it’s grateful. When I think 

who all I could have been besides myself and what all I got, a little of everything, and 
a good disposition besides, I just feel like shouting, ‘Thank you, Jesus, for making 
everything the way it is!’ It could have been different!” For one thing, somebody else 
could have got Claud. At the thought of this, she was flooded with gratitude and a 
terrible pang of joy ran through her. “Oh thank you, Jesus, Jesus, thank you!” she 
cried aloud.

The book struck her directly over her left eye. It struck almost at the same instant 
that she realized the girl was about to hurl it. Before she could utter a sound, the 
raw face came crashing across the table toward her, howling. The girl’s fingers sank 
like clamps into the soft flesh of her neck. She heard the mother cry out and Claud 
shout, “Whoa!” There was an instant when she was certain that she was about to be 
in an earthquake.

All at once her vision narrowed and she saw everything as if it were happening in 
a small room far away, or as if she were looking at it through the wrong end of a tele-
scope. Claud’s face crumpled and fell out of sight. The nurse ran in, then out, then in 
again. Then the gangling figure of the doctor rushed out of the inner door. Magazines 
flew this way and that as the table turned over. The girl fell with a thud and Mrs. Tur-
pin’s vision suddenly reversed itself and she saw everything large instead of small. 
The eyes of the white-trashy woman were staring hugely at the floor. There the girl, 
held down on one side by the nurse and on the other by her mother, was wrenching 
and turning in their grasp. The doctor was kneeling astride her, trying to hold her arm 
down. He managed after a second to sink a long needle into it.

Mrs. Turpin felt entirely hollow except for her heart which swung from side to 
side as if it were agitated in a great empty drum of flesh.

“Somebody that’s not busy call for the ambulance,” the doctor said in the off-
hand voice young doctors adopt for terrible occasions.

Mrs. Turpin could not have moved a finger. The old man who had been sitting 
next to her skipped nimbly into the office and made the call, for the secretary still 
seemed to be gone.

“Claud!” Mrs. Turpin called.
He was not in his chair. She knew she must jump up and find him but she felt like 

some one trying to catch a train in a dream, when everything moves in slow motion 
and the faster you try to run the slower you go.

“Here I am,” a suffocated voice, very unlike Claud’s, said.
He was doubled up in the corner on the floor, pale as paper, holding his leg. 

She wanted to get up and go to him but she could not move. Instead, her gaze was 
drawn slowly downward to the churning face on the floor, which she could see over 
the doctor’s shoulder.

The girl’s eyes stopped rolling and focused on her. They seemed a much lighter 
blue than before, as if a door that had been tightly closed behind them was now 
open to admit light and air.

Mrs. Turpin’s head cleared and her power of motion returned. She leaned for-
ward until she was looking directly into the fierce brilliant eyes. There was no doubt 
in her mind that the girl did know her, knew her in some intense and personal way, 
beyond time and place and condition. “What you got to say to me?” she asked 
hoarsely and held her breath, waiting, as for a revelation.

The girl raised her head. Her gaze locked with Mrs. Turpin’s. “Go back to hell 
where you came from, you old wart hog,” she whispered. Her voice was low but 
clear. Her eyes burned for a moment as if she saw with pleasure that her message 
had struck its target.

Mrs. Turpin sank back in her chair.
After a moment the girl’s eyes closed and she turned her head wearily to the 

side.
The doctor rose and handed the nurse the empty syringe. He leaned over and 

put both hands for a moment on the mother’s shoulders, which were shaking. She 
was sitting on the floor, her lips pressed together, holding Mary Grace’s hand in her 
lap. The girl’s fingers were gripped like a baby’s around her thumb. “Go on to the 
hospital,” he said. “I’ll call and make the arrangements.”

“Now let’s see that neck,” he said in a jovial voice to Mrs. Turpin. He began to 
inspect her neck with his first two fingers. Two little moon-shaped lines like pink fish 
bones were indented over her windpipe. There was the beginning of an angry red 
swelling above her eye. His fingers passed over this also.

“Lea’ me be,” she said thickly and shook him off. “See about Claud. She kicked 
him.”

“I’ll see about him in a minute,” he said and felt her pulse. He was a thin grey-
haired man, given to pleasantries. “Go home and have yourself a vacation the rest 
of the day,” he said and patted her on the shoulder.

Quit your pattin me, Mrs. Turpin growled to herself.
“And put an ice pack over that eye,” he said. Then he went and squatted down 

beside Claud and looked at his leg. After a moment he pulled him up and Claud 
limped after him into the office.

Until the ambulance came, the only sounds in the room were the tremulous 
moans of the girl’s mother, who continued to sit on the floor. The white-trash woman 
did not take her eyes off the girl. Mrs. Turpin looked straight ahead at nothing. Pres-
ently the ambulance drew up, a long dark shadow, behind the curtain. The atten-
dants came in and set the stretcher down beside the girl and lifted her expertly onto 
it and carried her out. The nurse helped the mother gather up her things. The shad-
ow of the ambulance moved silently away and the nurse came back in the office.

“That ther girl is going to be a lunatic, ain’t she?” the white-trash woman asked 
the nurse, but the nurse kept on to the back and never answered her.

“Yes, she’s going to be a lunatic,” the white-trash woman said to the rest of them.
“Po’ critter,” the old woman murmured. The child’s face was still in her lap. His 

eyes looked idly out over her knees. He had not moved during the disturbance ex-
cept to draw one leg up under him.

“I thank Gawd,” the white-trash woman said fervently, “I ain’t a lunatic.”
Claud came limping out and the Turpins went home.
As their pick-up truck turned into their own dirt road and made the crest of 

the hill, Mrs. Turpin gripped the window ledge and looked out suspiciously. The 
land sloped gracefully down through a field dotted with lavender weeds and at the 
start of the rise their small yellow frame house, with its little flower beds spread out 
around it like a fancy apron, sat primly in its accustomed place between two giant 
hickory trees. She would not have been startled to see a burnt wound between two 
blackened chimneys.

Neither of them felt like eating so they put on their house clothes and lowered 
the shade in the bedroom and lay down, Claud with his leg on a pillow and herself 
with a damp washcloth over her eye. The instant she was flat on her back, the image 
of a razor-backed hog with warts on its face and horns coming out behind its ears 
snorted into her head. She moaned, a low quiet moan.

“I am not,” she said tearfully, “a wart hog. From hell.” But the denial had no force. 
The girl’s eyes and her words, even the tone of her voice, low but clear, directed only 
to her, brooked no repudiation. She had been singled out for the message, though 
there was trash in the room to whom it might justly have been applied. The full force 
of this fact struck her only now. There was a woman there who was neglecting her 
own child but she had been overlooked. The message had been given to Ruby Tur-
pin, a respectable, hard-working, church-going woman. The tears dried. Her eyes 
began to burn instead with wrath.

She rose on her elbow and the washcloth fell into her hand. Claud was lying on 
his back, snoring. She wanted to tell him what the girl had said. At the same time, 
she did not wish to put the image of herself as a wart hog from hell into his mind.

“Hey, Claud,” she muttered and pushed his shoulder.
Claud opened one pale baby blue eye.
She looked into it warily. He did not think about anything. He just went his way.
“Wha, whasit?” he said and closed the eye again.
“Nothing,” she said. “Does your leg pain you?”
“Hurts like hell,” Claud said.
“It’ll quit terreckly,” she said and lay back down. In a moment Claud was snoring 

again. For the rest of the afternoon they lay there. Claud slept. She scowled at the 
ceiling. Occasionally she raised her fist and made a small stabbing motion over her 
chest as if she was defending her innocence to invisible guests who were like the 
comforters of Job, reasonable-seeming but wrong.

About five-thirty Claud stirred. “Got to go after those niggers,” he sighed, not 
moving.

She was looking straight up as if there were unintelligible handwriting on the 
ceiling. The protuberance over her eye had turned a greenish-blue. “Listen here,” 
she said.

“What?”
“Kiss me.”
Claud leaned over and kissed her loudly on the mouth. He pinched her side and 

their hands interlocked. Her expression of ferocious concentration did not change. 
Claud got up, groaning and growling, and limped off. She continued to study the 
ceiling.

She did not get up until she heard the pick-up truck coming back with the Ne-
groes. Then she rose and thrust her feet in her brown oxfords, which she did not 
bother to lace, and stumped out onto the back porch and got her red plastic bucket. 
She emptied a tray of ice cubes into it and filled it half full of water and went out 
into the back yard. Every afternoon after Claud brought the hands in, one of the 
boys helped him put out hay and the rest waited in the back of the truck until he 
was ready to take them home. The truck was parked in the shade under one of the 
hickory trees.

“Hi yawl this evening?” Mrs. Turpin asked grimly, appearing with the bucket and 
the dipper. There were three women and a boy in the truck.

“Us doin nicely,” the oldest woman said. “Hi you doin?” and her gaze stuck im-
mediately on the dark lump on Mrs. Turpin’s forehead. “You done fell down, ain’t 
you?” she asked in a solicitous voice. The old woman was dark and almost tooth-
less. She had on an old felt hat of Claud’s set back on her head. The other two 
women were younger and lighter and they both had new bright green sun hats. One 
of them had hers on her head; the other had taken hers off and the boy was grinning 
beneath it.

Mrs. Turpin set the bucket down on the floor of the truck. “Yawl hep yourselves,” 
she said. She looked around to make sure Claud had gone. “No. I didn’t fall down,” 
she said, folding her arms. “It was something worse than that.”

“Ain’t nothing bad happen to you!” the old woman said. She said it as if they all 
knew Mrs. Turpin was protected in some special way by Divine Providence. “You 
just had you a little fall.”

“We were in town at the doctor’s office for where the cow kicked Mr. Turpin,” 
Mrs. Turpin said in a flat tone that indicated they could leave off their foolishness. 
“And there was this girl there. A big fat girl with her face all broke out. I could look at 
that girl and tell she was peculiar but I couldn’t tell how. And me and her mama were 
just talking and going along and all of a sudden wham! She throws this big book 
she was reading at me and . . .”

“Naw!” the old woman cried out.
“And then she jumps over the table and commences to choke me.”
“Naw!” they all exclaimed, “naw!”
“Hi come she do that?” the old woman asked. “What ail her?”
Mrs. Turpin only glared in front of her.
“Somethin ail her,” the old woman said.
“They carried her off in an ambulance,” Mrs. Turpin continued, “but before she 

went she was rolling on the floor and they were trying to hold her down to give her a 
shot and she said something to me.” She paused. “You know what she said to me?”

“What she say?” they asked.
“She said,” Mrs. Turpin began, and stopped, her face very dark and heavy. The 

sun was getting whiter and whiter, blanching the sky overhead so that the leaves 
of the hickory tree were black in the face of it. She could not bring forth the words. 
“Something real ugly,” she muttered.

“She sho shouldn’t said nothin ugly to you,” the old woman said. “You so sweet. 
You the sweetest lady I know.”

“She pretty too,” the one with the hat on said.
“And stout,” the other one said. “I never knowed no sweeter white lady.”
“That’s the truth befo’ Jesus,” the old woman said. “Amen! You des as sweet and 

pretty as you can be.”
Mrs. Turpin knew just exactly how much Negro flattery was worth and it added 

to her rage. “She said,” she began again and finished this time with a fierce rush of 
breath, “that I was an old wart hog from hell.”

There was an astounded silence.
“Where she at?” the youngest woman cried in a piercing voice.
“Lemme see her. I’ll kill her!”
“I’ll kill her with you!” the other one cried.
“She b’long in the sylum,” the old woman said emphatically. “You the sweetest 

white lady I know.”
“She pretty too,” the other two said. “Stout as she can be and sweet. Jesus 

satisfied with her!”
“Deed he is,” the old woman declared.
Idiots! Mrs. Turpin growled to herself. You could never say anything intelligent to 

a nigger. You could talk at them but not with them. “Yawl ain’t drunk your water,” she 
said shortly. “Leave the bucket in the truck when you’re finished with it. I got more 
to do than just stand around and pass the time of day,” and she moved off and into 
the house.

She stood for a moment in the middle of the kitchen. The dark protuberance 
over her eye looked like a miniature tornado cloud which might any moment sweep 
across the horizon of her brow. Her lower lip protruded dangerously. She squared 
her massive shoulders. Then she marched into the front of the house and out the 
side door and started down the road to the pig parlor. She had the look of a woman 
going single-handed, weaponless, into battle.

The sun was a deep yellow now like a harvest moon and was riding westward 
very fast over the far tree line as if it meant to reach the hogs before she did. The 
road was rutted and she kicked several good-sized stones out of her path as she 
strode along. The pig parlor was on a little knoll at the end of a lane that ran off from 
the side of the barn. It was a square of concrete as large as a small room, with a 
board fence about four feet high around it. The concrete floor sloped slightly so that 
the hog wash could drain off into a trench where it was carried to the field for fertil-
izer. Claud was standing on the outside, on the edge of the concrete, hanging onto 
the top board, hosing down the floor inside. The hose was connected to the faucet 
of a water trough nearby.

Mrs. Turpin climbed up beside him and glowered down at the hogs inside. There 
were seven long-snouted bristly shoats in it—tan with liver-colored spots—and an 
old sow a few weeks off from farrowing. She was lying on her side grunting. The 
shoats were running about shaking themselves like idiot children, their little slit pig 
eyes searching the floor for anything left. She had read that pigs were the most intel-
ligent animal. She doubted it. They were supposed to be smarter than dogs. There 
had even been a pig astronaut. He had performed his assignment perfectly but died 
of a heart attack afterwards because they left him in his electric suit, sitting upright 
throughout his examination when naturally a hog should be on all fours.

A-gruntin and a-rootin and a-groanin.
“Gimme that hose,” she said, yanking it away from Claud. “Go on and carry them 

niggers home and then get off that leg.”
“You look like you might have swallowed a mad dog,” Claud observed, but he 

got down and limped off. He paid no attention to her humors.
Until he was out of earshot, Mrs. Turpin stood on the side of the pen, holding the 

hose and pointing the stream of water at the hind quarters of any shoat that looked 
as if it might try to lie down. When he had had time to get over the hill, she turned 
her head slightly and her wrathful eyes scanned the path. He was nowhere in sight. 
She turned back again and seemed to gather herself up. Her shoulders rose and she 
drew in her breath.

“What do you send me a message like that for?” she said in a low fierce voice, 
barely above a whisper but with the force of a shout in its concentrated fury. “How 
am I a hog and me both? How am I saved and from hell too?” Her free fist was knot-
ted and with the other she gripped the hose, blindly pointing the stream of water in 
and out of the eye of the old sow whose outraged squeal she did not hear.

The pig parlor commanded a view of the back pasture where their twenty beef 
cows were gathered around the hay-bales Claud and the boy had put out. The 
freshly cut pasture sloped down to the highway. Across it was their cotton field and 
beyond that a dark green dusty wood which they owned as well. The sun was be-
hind the wood, very red, looking over the paling of trees like a farmer inspecting his 
own hogs.

“Why me?” she rumbled. “It’s no trash around here, black or white, that I haven’t 
given to. And break my back to the bone every day working. And do for the church.”

She appeared to be the right size woman to command the arena before her. 
“How am I a hog?” she demanded. “Exactly how am I like them?” and she jabbed 
the stream of water at the shoats. “There was plenty of trash there. It didn’t have to 
be me.”

“If you like trash better, go get yourself some trash then,” she railed. “You could 
have made me trash. Or a nigger. If trash is what you wanted why didn’t you make 
me trash?” She shook her fist with the hose in it and a watery snake appeared mo-
mentarily in the air. “I could quit working and take it easy and be filthy,” she growled. 
“Lounge about the sidewalks all day drinking root beer. Dip snuff and spit in every 
puddle and have it all over my face. I could be nasty.”

“Or you could have made me a nigger. It’s too late for me to be a nigger,” she 
said with deep sarcasm, “but I could act like one. Lay down in the middle of the road 
and stop traffic. Roll on the ground.”

In the deepening light everything was taking on a mysterious hue. The pasture 
was growing a peculiar glassy green and the streak of highway had turned laven-
der. She braced herself for a final assault and this time her voice rolled out over the 
pasture. “Go on,” she yelled, “call me a hog! Call me a hog again. From hell. Call me 
a wart hog from hell. Put that bottom rail on top. There’ll still be a top and bottom!”

A garbled echo returned to her.
A final surge of fury shook her and she roared, “Who do you think you are?”
The color of everything, field and crimson sky, burned for a moment with a trans-

parent intensity. The question carried over the pasture and across the highway and 
the cotton field and returned to her clearly like an answer from beyond the wood.

She opened her mouth but no sound came out of it.
A tiny truck, Claud’s, appeared on the highway, heading rapidly out of sight. Its 

gears scraped thinly. It looked like a child’s toy. At any moment a bigger truck might 
smash into it and scatter Claud’s and the niggers’ brains all over the road.

Mrs. Turpin stood there, her gaze fixed on the highway, all her muscles rigid, until 
in five or six minutes the truck reappeared, returning. She waited until it had had time 
to turn into their own road. Then like a monumental statue coming to life, she bent 
her head slowly and gazed, as if through the very heart of mystery, down into the pig 
parlor at the hogs. They had settled all in one corner around the old sow who was 
grunting softly. A red glow suffused them. They appeared to pant with a secret life.

Until the sun slipped finally behind the tree line, Mrs. Turpin remained there with 
her gaze bent to them as if she were absorbing some abysmal life-giving knowledge. 
At last she lifted her head. There was only a purple streak in the sky, cutting through 
a field of crimson and leading, like an extension of the highway, into the descend-
ing dusk. She raised her hands from the side of the pen in a gesture hieratic and 
profound. A visionary light settled in her eyes. She saw the streak as a vast swing-
ing bridge extending upward from the earth through a field of living fire. Upon it a 
vast horde of souls were rumbling toward heaven. There were whole companies of 
white-trash, clean for the first time in their lives, and bands of black niggers in white 
robes, and battalions of freaks and lunatics shouting and clapping and leaping like 
frogs. And bringing up the end of the procession was a tribe of people whom she 
recognized at once as those who, like herself and Claud, had always had a little of 
everything and the God-given wit to use it right. She leaned forward to observe them 
closer. They were marching behind the others with great dignity, accountable as they 
had always been for good order and common sense and respectable behavior. They 
alone were on key. Yet she could see by their shocked and altered faces that even 
their virtues were being burned away. She lowered her hands and gripped the rail of 
the hog pen, her eyes small but fixed unblinkingly on what lay ahead. In a moment 
the vision faded but she remained where she was, immobile.

At length she got down and turned off the faucet and made her slow way on the 
darkening path to the house. In the woods around her the invisible cricket choruses 
had struck up, but what she heard were the voices of the souls climbing upward into 
the starry field and shouting hallelujah.� ■
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Flannery O’Connor

Parker’s Back2	 1965

Parker’s wife was sitting on the front porch floor, snapping beans. Parker was sitting 
on the step, some distance away, watching her sullenly. She was plain, plain. The skin 
on her face was thin and drawn as tight as the skin on an onion and her eyes were gray 
and sharp like the points of two icepicks. Parker understood why he had married her—
he couldn’t have got her any other way—but he couldn’t understand why he stayed with 
her now. She was pregnant and pregnant women were not his favorite kind. Neverthe-
less, he stayed as if she had him conjured. He was puzzled and ashamed of himself.

The house they rented sat alone save for a single tall pecan tree on a high em-
bankment overlooking a highway. At intervals a car would shoot past below and 
his wife’s eyes would swerve suspiciously after the sound of it and then come back 
to rest on the newspaper full of beans in her lap. One of the things she did not ap-
prove of was automobiles. In addition to her other bad qualities, she was forever 
sniffing up sin. She did not smoke or dip, drink whiskey, use bad language or paint 
her face, and God knew some paint would have improved it, Parker thought. Her 
being against color, it was the more remarkable she had married him. Sometimes he 
supposed that she had married him because she meant to save him. At other times 
he had a suspicion that she actually liked everything she said she didn’t. He could 
account for her one way or another; it was himself he could not understand.

She turned her head in his direction and said, “It’s no reason you can’t work for 
a man. It don’t have to be a woman.”

“Aw shut your mouth for a change,” Parker muttered.
If he had been certain she was jealous of the woman he worked for he would 

have been pleased but more likely she was concerned with the sin that would result 
if he and the woman took a liking to each other. He had told her that the woman was 
a hefty young blonde; in fact she was nearly seventy years old and too dried up to 
have an interest in anything except getting as much work out of him as she could. 
Not that an old woman didn’t sometimes get an interest in a young man, particularly 
if he was as attractive as Parker felt he was, but this old woman looked at him the 
same way she looked at her old tractor—as if she had to put up with it because it 
was all she had. The tractor had broken down the second day Parker was on it and 
she had set him at once to cutting bushes, saying out of the side of her mouth to 
the nigger, “Everything he touches, he breaks.” She also asked him to wear his shirt 
when he worked; Parker had removed it even though the day was not sultry; he put 
it back on reluctantly.

This ugly woman Parker married was his first wife. He had had other women but 
he had planned never to get himself tied up legally. He had first seen her one morn-
ing when his truck broke down on the highway. He had managed to pull it off the 
road into a neatly swept yard on which sat a peeling two-room house. He got out 
and opened the hood of the truck and began to study the motor. Parker had an ex-
tra sense that told him when there was a woman nearby watching him. After he had 
leaned over the motor a few minutes, his neck began to prickle. He cast his eye over 
the empty yard and porch of the house. A woman he could not see was either near-
by beyond a clump of honeysuckle or in the house, watching him out the window.

Suddenly Parker began to jump up and down and fling his hand about as if he 
had mashed it in the machinery. He doubled over and held his hand close to his 
chest. “God dammit!” he hollered, “Jesus Christ in hell! Jesus God Almighty damm! 
God dammit to hell!” he went on, flinging out the same few oaths over and over as 
loud as he could.

Without warning a terrible bristly claw slammed the side of his face and he fell 
backwards on the hood of the truck. “You don’t talk no filth here!” a voice close to 
him shrilled.

Parker’s vision was so blurred that for an instant he thought he had been at-
tacked by some creature from above, a giant hawk-eyed angel wielding a hoary 
weapon. As his sight cleared, he saw before him a tall raw-boned girl with a broom.

“I hurt my hand,” he said. “I HURT my hand.” He was so incensed that he forgot 
that he hadn’t hurt his hand. “My hand may be broke,” he growled although his voice 
was still unsteady.

“Lemme see it,” the girl demanded.
Parker stuck out his hand and she came closer and looked at it. There was no 

mark on the palm and she took the hand and turned it over. Her own hand was dry 
and hot and rough and Parker felt himself jolted back to life by her touch. He looked 
more closely at her. I don’t want nothing to do with this one, he thought.

The girl’s sharp eyes peered at the back of the stubby reddish hand she held. 
There emblazoned in red and blue was a tattooed eagle perched on a cannon. Park-
er’s sleeve was rolled to the elbow. Above the eagle a serpent was coiled about a 
shield and in the spaces between the eagle and the serpent there were hearts, some 
with arrows through them. Above the serpent there was a spread hand of cards. 
Every space on the skin of Parker’s arm, from wrist to elbow, was covered in some 
loud design. The girl gazed at this with an almost stupefied smile of shock, as if she 
had accidentally grasped a poisonous snake; she dropped the hand.

“I got most of my other ones in foreign parts,” Parker said. “These here I mostly 
got in the United States. I got my first one when I was only fifteen year old.”

“Don’t tell me,” the girl said, “I don’t like it. I ain’t got any use for it.”
“You ought to see the ones you can’t see,” Parker said and winked.
Two circles of red appeared like apples on the girl’s cheeks and softened her ap-

pearance. Parker was intrigued. He did not for a minute think that she didn’t like the 
tattoos. He had never yet met a woman who was not attracted to them.

Parker was fourteen when he saw a man in a fair, tattooed from head to foot. 
Except for his loins which were girded with a panther hide, the man’s skin was pat-
terned in what seemed from Parker’s distance—he was near the back of the tent, 
standing on a bench—a single intricate design of brilliant color. The man, who was 
small and sturdy, moved about on the platform, flexing his muscles so that the ara-
besque of men and beasts and flowers on his skin appeared to have a subtle motion 
of its own. Parker was filled with emotion, lifted up as some people are when the 
flag passes. He was a boy whose mouth habitually hung open. He was heavy and 
earnest, as ordinary as a loaf of bread. When the show was over, he had remained 
standing on the bench, staring where the tattooed man had been, until the tent was 
almost empty.

Parker had never before felt the least motion of wonder in himself. Until he saw 
the man at the fair, it did not enter his head that there was anything out of the ordi-
nary about the fact that he existed. Even then it did not enter his head, but a peculiar 
unease settled in him. It was as if a blind boy had been turned so gently in a different 
direction that he did not know his destination had been changed.

He had his first tattoo some time after—the eagle perched on the cannon. It was 
done by a local artist. It hurt very little, just enough to make it appear to Parker to 
be worth doing. This was peculiar too for before he had thought that only what did 
not hurt was worth doing. The next year he quit school because he was sixteen and 
could. He went to the trade school for a while, then he quit the trade school and 
worked for six months in a garage. The only reason he worked at all was to pay for 
more tattoos. His mother worked in a laundry and could support him, but she would 
not pay for any tattoo except her name on a heart, which he had put on, grumbling. 
However, her name was Betty Jean and nobody had to know it was his mother. He 
found out that the tattoos were attractive to the kind of girls he liked but who had 
never liked him before. He began to drink beer and get in fights. His mother wept 
over what was becoming of him. One night she dragged him off to a revival with her, 
not telling him where they were going. When he saw the big lighted church, he jerked 
out of her grasp and ran. The next day he lied about his age and joined the navy.

Parker was large for the tight sailor’s pants but the silly white cap, sitting low on 
his forehead, made his face by contrast look thoughtful and almost intense. After a 
month or two in the navy, his mouth ceased to hang open. His features hardened 
into the features of a man. He stayed in the navy five years and seemed a natural 
part of the grey mechanical ship, except for his eyes, which were the same pale 
slate-color as the ocean and reflected the immense spaces around him as if they 
were a microcosm of the mysterious sea. In port Parker wandered about comparing 
the run-down places he was in to Birmingham, Alabama. Everywhere he went he 
picked up more tattoos.

He had stopped having lifeless ones like anchors and crossed rifles. He had a 
tiger and a panther on each shoulder, a cobra coiled about a torch on his chest, 
hawks on his thighs, Elizabeth II and Philip over where his stomach and liver were 
respectively. He did not care much what the subject was so long as it was color-
ful; on his abdomen he had a few obscenities but only because that seemed the 
proper place for them. Parker would be satisfied with each tattoo about a month, 
then something about it that had attracted him would wear off. Whenever a decent-
sized mirror was available, he would get in front of it and study his overall look. The 
effect was not of one intricate arabesque of colors but of something haphazard and 
botched. A huge dissatisfaction would come over him and he would go off and find 
another tattooist and have another space filled up. The front of Parker was almost 
completely covered but there were no tattoos on his back. He had no desire for one 
anywhere he could not readily see it himself. As the space on the front of him for 
tattoos decreased, his dissatisfaction grew and became general.

After one of his furloughs, he didn’t go back to the navy but remained away 
without official leave, drunk, in a rooming house in a city he did not know. His dis-
satisfaction, from being chronic and latent, had suddenly become acute and raged 
in him. It was as if the panther and the lion and the serpents and the eagles and the 
hawks had penetrated his skin and lived inside him in a raging warfare. The navy 
caught up with him, put him in the brig for nine months and then gave him a dishon-
orable discharge.

After that Parker decided that country air was the only kind fit to breathe. He 
rented the shack on the embankment and bought the old truck and took various 
jobs which he kept as long as it suited him. At the time he met his future wife, he 
was buying apples by the bushel and selling them for the same price by the pound 
to isolated homesteaders on back country roads.

“All that there,” the woman said, pointing to his arm, “is no better than what a 
fool Indian would do. It’s a heap of vanity.” She seemed to have found the word she 
wanted. “Vanity of vanities,” she said.

Well what the hell do I care what she thinks of it? Parker asked himself, but he 
was plainly bewildered. “I reckon you like one of these better than another anyway,” 
he said, dallying until he thought of something that would impress her. He thrust the 
arm back at her. “Which you like best?”

“None of them,” she said, “but the chicken is not as bad as the rest.”
“What chicken?” Parker almost yelled.
She pointed to the eagle.
“That’s an eagle,” Parker said. “What fool would waste their time having a chick-

en put on themself?”
“What fool would have any of it?” the girl said and turned away. She went slowly 

back to the house and left him there to get going. Parker remained for almost five 
minutes, looking agape at the dark door she had entered.

The next day he returned with a bushel of apples. He was not one to be outdone 
by anything that looked like her. He liked women with meat on them, so you didn’t 
feel their muscles, much less their old bones. When he arrived, she was sitting on 
the top step and the yard was full of children, all as thin and poor as herself; Parker 
remembered it was Saturday. He hated to be making up to a woman when there 
were children around, but it was fortunate he had brought the bushel of apples off 
the truck. As the children approached him to see what he carried, he gave each child 
an apple and told it to get lost; in that way he cleared out the whole crowd.

The girl did nothing to acknowledge his presence. He might have been a stray 
pig or goat that had wandered into the yard and she too tired to take up the broom 
and send it off. He set the bushel of apples down next to her on the step. He sat 
down on a lower step.

“Hep yourself,” he said, nodding at the basket; then he lapsed into silence.
She took an apple quickly as if the basket might disappear if she didn’t make 

haste. Hungry people made Parker nervous. He had always had plenty to eat him-
self. He grew very uncomfortable. He reasoned he had nothing to say so why should 
he say it? He could not think now why he had come or why he didn’t go before he 
wasted another bushel of apples on the crowd of children. He supposed they were 
her brothers and sisters.

She chewed the apple slowly but with a kind of relish of concentration, bent 
slightly but looking out ahead. The view from the porch stretched off across a long 
incline studded with iron weed and across the highway to a vast vista of hills and 
one small mountain. Long views depressed Parker. You look out into space like that 
and you begin to feel as if someone were after you, the navy or the government or 
religion.

“Who them children belong to, you?” he said at length.
“I ain’t married yet,” she said. “They belong to momma.” She said it as if it were 

only a matter of time before she would be married.
Who in God’s name would marry her? Parker thought.
A large barefooted woman with a wide gap-toothed face appeared in the door 

behind Parker. She had apparently been there for several minutes.
“Good evening,” Parker said.
The woman crossed the porch and picked up what was left of the bushel of 

apples. “We thank you,” she said and returned with it into the house.
“That your old woman?” Parker muttered.
The girl nodded. Parker knew a lot of sharp things he could have said like “You 

got my sympathy,” but he was gloomily silent. He just sat there, looking at the view. 
He thought he must be coming down with something.

“If I pick up some peaches tomorrow I’ll bring you some,” he said.
“I’ll be much obliged to you,” the girl said.
Parker had no intention of taking any basket of peaches back there but the next 

day he found himself doing it. He and the girl had almost nothing to say to each 
other. One thing he did say was, “I ain’t got any tattoo on my back.”

“What you got on it?” the girl said.
“My shirt,” Parker said. “Haw.”
“Haw, haw,” the girl said politely.
Parker thought he was losing his mind. He could not believe for a minute that he 

was attracted to a woman like this. She showed not the least interest in anything but 
what he brought until he appeared the third time with two cantaloups. “What’s your 
name?” she asked.

“O. E. Parker,” he said.
“What does the O. E. stand for?”
“You can just call me O. E.,” Parker said. “Or Parker. Don’t nobody call me by 

my name.”
“What’s it stand for?” she persisted.
“Never mind,” Parker said. “What’s yours?”
“I’ll tell you when you tell me what them letters are the short of,” she said. There 

was just a hint of flirtatiousness in her tone and it went rapidly to Parker’s head. He 
had never revealed the name to any man or woman, only to the files of the navy 
and the government, and it was on his baptismal record which he got at the age of 
a month; his mother was a Methodist. When the name leaked out of the navy files, 
Parker narrowly missed killing the man who used it.

“You’ll go blab it around,” he said.
“I’ll swear I’ll never tell nobody,” she said. “On God’s holy word I swear it.”
Parker sat for a few minutes in silence. Then he reached for the girl’s neck, drew 

her ear close to his mouth and revealed the name in a low voice.
“Obadiah,” she whispered. Her face slowly brightened as if the name came as a 

sign to her. “Obadiah,” she said.
The name still stank in Parker’s estimation.
“Obadiah Elihue,” she said in a reverent voice.
“If you call me that aloud, I’ll bust your head open,” Parker said. “What’s yours?”
“Sarah Ruth Cates,” she said.
“Glad to meet you, Sarah Ruth,” Parker said.
Sarah Ruth’s father was a Straight Gospel preacher but he was away, spread-

ing it in Florida. Her mother did not seem to mind his attention to the girl so long 
as he brought a basket of something with him when he came. As for Sarah Ruth 
herself, it was plain to Parker after he had visited three times that she was crazy 
about him. She liked him even though she insisted that pictures on the skin were 
vanity of vanities and even after hearing him curse, and even after she had asked 
him if he was saved and he had replied that he didn’t see it was anything in par-
ticular to save him from. After that, inspired, Parker had said, “I’d be saved enough 
if you was to kiss me.”

She scowled. “That ain’t being saved,” she said.
Not long after that she agreed to take a ride in his truck. Parker parked it on a 

deserted road and suggested to her that they lie down together in the back of it.
“Not until after we’re married,” she said—just like that.
“Oh that ain’t necessary,” Parker said and as he reached for her, she thrust him 

away with such force that the door of the truck came off and he found himself flat on 
his back on the ground. He made up his mind then and there to have nothing further 
to do with her.

They were married in the County Ordinary’s office because Sarah Ruth thought 
churches were idolatrous. Parker had no opinion about that one way or the other. 
The Ordinary’s office was lined with cardboard file boxes and record books with 
dusty yellow slips of paper hanging on out of them. The Ordinary was an old woman 
with red hair who had held office for forty years and looked as dusty as her books. 
She married them from behind the iron-grill of a stand-up desk and when she fin-
ished, she said with a flourish, “Three dollars and fifty cents and till death do you 
part!” and yanked some forms out of a machine.

Marriage did not change Sarah Ruth a jot and it made Parker gloomier than ever. 
Every morning he decided he had had enough and would not return that night; every 
night he returned. Whenever Parker couldn’t stand the way he felt, he would have 
another tattoo, but the only surface left on him now was his back. To see a tattoo on 
his own back he would have to get two mirrors and stand between them in just the 
correct position and this seemed to Parker a good way to make an idiot of himself. 
Sarah Ruth who, if she had had better sense, could have enjoyed a tattoo on his 
back, would not even look at the ones he had elsewhere. When he attempted to 
point out especial details of them, she would shut her eyes tight and turn her back 
as well. Except in total darkness, she preferred Parker dressed and with his sleeves 
rolled down.

“At the judgement seat of God, Jesus is going to say to you, ‘What you been do-
ing all your life besides have pictures drawn all over you?’” she said.

“You don’t fool me none,” Parker said, “you’re just afraid that hefty girl I work 
for’ll like me so much she’ll say, ‘Come on, Mr. Parker, let’s you and me . . .’”

“You’re tempting sin,” she said, “and at the judgement seat of God you’ll have to 
answer for that too. You ought to go back to selling the fruits of the earth.”

Parker did nothing much when he was at home but listen to what the judgement 
seat of God would be like for him if he didn’t change his ways. When he could, he 
broke in with tales of the hefty girl he worked for. “‘Mr. Parker,’” he said she said, “‘I 
hired you for your brains.’” (She had added, “So why don’t you use them?”)

“And you should have seen her face the first time she saw me without my shirt,” 
he said. “‘Mr. Parker,’ she said, ‘you’re a walking panner-rammer!’” This had, in fact, 
been her remark but it had been delivered out of one side of her mouth.

Dissatisfaction began to grow so great in Parker that there was no containing it 
outside of a tattoo. It had to be his back. There was no help for it. A dim half-formed 
inspiration began to work in his mind. He visualized having a tattoo put there that 
Sarah Ruth would not be able to resist—a religious subject. He thought of an open 
book with holy bible tattooed under it and an actual verse printed on the page. This 
seemed just the thing for a while; then he began to hear her say, “Ain’t I already got 
a real Bible? What you think I want to read the same verse over and over for when I 
can read it all?” He needed something better even than the Bible! He thought about 
it so much that he began to lose sleep. He was already losing flesh—Sarah Ruth just 
threw food in the pot and let it boil. Not knowing for certain why he continued to stay 
with a woman who was both ugly and pregnant and no cook made him generally 
nervous and irritable, and he developed a little tic in the side of his face.

Once or twice he found himself turning around abruptly as if someone were 
trailing him. He had had a granddaddy who had ended in the state mental hospital, 
although not until he was seventy-five, but as urgent as it might be for him to get a 
tattoo, it was just as urgent that he get exactly the right one to bring Sarah Ruth to 
heel. As he continued to worry over it, his eyes took on a hollow preoccupied ex-
pression. The old woman he worked for told him that if he couldn’t keep his mind on 
what he was doing, she knew where she could find a fourteen-year-old colored boy 
who could. Parker was too preoccupied even to be offended. At any time previous, 
he would have left her then and there, saying drily, “Well, you go ahead on and get 
him then.”

Two or three mornings later he was baling hay with the old woman’s sorry baler 
and her broken down tractor in a large field, cleared save for one enormous old tree 
standing in the middle of it. The old woman was the kind who would not cut down a 
large old tree because it was a large old tree. She had pointed it out to Parker as if 
he didn’t have eyes and told him to be careful not to hit it as the machine picked up 
hay near it. Parker began at the outside of the field and made circles inward toward 
it. He had to get off the tractor every now and then and untangle the baling cord or 
kick a rock out of the way. The old woman had told him to carry the rocks to the 
edge of the field, which he did when she was there watching. When he thought he 
could make it, he ran over them. As he circled the field his mind was on a suitable 
design for his back. The sun, the size of a golf ball, began to switch regularly from 
in front to behind him, but he appeared to see it both places as if he had eyes in the 
back of his head. All at once he saw the tree reaching out to grasp him. A ferocious 
thud propelled him into the air, and he heard himself yelling in an unbelievably loud 
voice, “GOD ABOVE!”

He landed on his back while the tractor crashed upside down into the tree and 
burst into flame. The first thing Parker saw were his shoes, quickly being eaten by 
the fire; one was caught under the tractor, the other was some distance away, burn-
ing by itself. He was not in them. He could feel the hot breath of the burning tree on 
his face. He scrambled backwards, still sitting, his eyes cavernous, and if he had 
known how to cross himself he would have done it.

His truck was on a dirt road at the edge of the field. He moved toward it, still sit-
ting, still backwards, but faster and faster; halfway to it he got up and began a kind 
of forward-bent run from which he collapsed on his knees twice. His legs felt like 
two old rusted rain gutters. He reached the truck finally and took off in it, zigzagging 
up the road. He drove past his house on the embankment and straight for the city, 
fifty miles distant.

Parker did not allow himself to think on the way to the city. He only knew that 
there had been a great change in his life, a leap forward into a worse unknown, and 
that there was nothing he could do about it. It was for all intents accomplished.

The artist had two large cluttered rooms over a chiropodist’s office on a back 
street. Parker, still barefooted, burst silently in on him at a little after three in the af-
ternoon. The artist, who was about Parker’s own age—twenty-eight—but thin and 
bald, was behind a small drawing table, tracing a design in green ink. He looked up 
with an annoyed glance and did not seem to recognize Parker in the hollow-eyed 
creature before him.

“Let me see the book you got with all the pictures of God in it,” Parker said 
breathlessly. “The religious one.”

The artist continued to look at him with his intellectual, superior stare. “I don’t 
put tattoos on drunks,” he said.

“You know me!” Parker cried indignantly. “I’m O. E. Parker! You done work for 
me before and I always paid!”

The artist looked at him another moment as if he were not altogether sure. 
“You’ve fallen off some,” he said. “You must have been in jail.”

“Married,” Parker said.
“Oh,” said the artist. With the aid of mirrors the artist had tattooed on the top of 

his head a miniature owl, perfect in every detail. It was about the size of a half-dollar 
and served him as a show piece. There were cheaper artists in town but Parker had 
never wanted anything but the best. The artist went over to a cabinet at the back of 
the room and began to look over some art books. “Who are you interested in?” he 
said, “saints, angels, Christs or what?”

“God,” Parker said.
“Father, Son or Spirit?”
“Just God,” Parker said impatiently. “Christ. I don’t care. Just so it’s God.”
The artist returned with a book. He moved some papers off another table and 

put the book down on it and told Parker to sit down and see what he liked. “The up-
to-date ones are in the back,” he said.

Parker sat down with the book and wet his thumb. He began to go through 
it, beginning at the back where the up-to-date pictures were. Some of them he 
recognized—The Good Shepherd, Forbid Them Not, The Smiling Jesus, Jesus the 
Physician’s Friend, but he kept turning rapidly backwards and the pictures became 
less and less reassuring. One showed a gaunt green dead face streaked with blood. 
One was yellow with sagging purple eyes. Parker’s heart began to beat faster and 
faster until it appeared to be roaring inside him like a great generator. He flipped the 
pages quickly, feeling that when he reached the one ordained, a sign would come. 
He continued to flip through until he had almost reached the front of the book. On 
one of the pages a pair of eyes glanced at him swiftly. Parker sped on, then stopped. 
His heart too appeared to cut off; there was absolute silence. It said as plainly as if 
silence were a language itself, go back.

Parker returned to the picture—the haloed head of a flat stern Byzantine Christ 
with all-demanding eyes. He sat there trembling; his heart began slowly to beat 
again as if it were being brought to life by a subtle power.

“You found what you want?” the artist asked.
Parker’s throat was too dry to speak. He got up and thrust the book at the artist, 

opened at the picture.
“That’ll cost you plenty,” the artist said. “You don’t want all those little blocks 

though, just the outline and some better features.”
“Just like it is,” Parker said, “just like it is or nothing.”
“It’s your funeral,” the artist said, “but I don’t do that kind of work for nothing.”
“How much?” Parker asked.
“It’ll take maybe two days work.”
“How much?” Parker said.
“On time or cash?” the artist asked. Parker’s other jobs had been on time, but 

he had paid.
“Ten down and ten for every day it takes,” the artist said.
Parker drew ten dollar bills out of his wallet; he had three left in.
“You come back in the morning,” the artist said, putting the money in his own 

pocket. “First I’ll have to trace that out of the book.”
“No no!” Parker said. “Trace it now or gimme my money back,” and his eyes 

blared as if he were ready for a fight.
The artist agreed. Any one stupid enough to want a Christ on his back, he rea-

soned, would be just as likely as not to change his mind the next minute, but once 
the work was begun he could hardly do so.

While he worked on the tracing, he told Parker to go wash his back at the sink 
with the special soap he used there. Parker did it and returned to pace back and 
forth across the room, nervously flexing his shoulders. He wanted to go look at the 
picture again but at the same time he did not want to. The artist got up finally and 
had Parker lie down on the table. He swabbed his back with ethyl chloride and then 
began to outline the head on it with his iodine pencil. Another hour passed before he 
took up his electric instrument. Parker felt no particular pain. In Japan he had had 
a tattoo of the Buddha done on his upper arm with ivory needles; in Burma, a little 
brown root of a man had made a peacock on each of his knees using thin pointed 
sticks, two feet long; amateurs had worked on him with pins and soot. Parker was 
usually so relaxed and easy under the hand of the artist that he often went to sleep, 
but this time he remained awake, every muscle taut.

At midnight the artist said he was ready to quit. He propped one mirror, four feet 
square, on a table by the wall and took a smaller mirror off the lavatory wall and put 
it in Parker’s hands. Parker stood with his back to the one on the table and moved 
the other until he saw a flashing burst of color reflected from his back. It was almost 
completely covered with little red and blue and ivory and saffron squares; from them 
he made out the lineaments of the face—a mouth, the beginning of heavy brows, 
a straight nose, but the face was empty; the eyes had not yet been put in. The im-
pression for the moment was almost as if the artist had tricked him and done the 
Physician’s Friend.

“It don’t have eyes,” Parker cried out.
“That’ll come,” the artist said, “in due time. We have another day to go on it yet.”
Parker spent the night on a cot at the Haven of Light Christian Mission. He found 

these the best places to stay in the city because they were free and included a 
meal of sorts. He got the last available cot and because he was still barefooted, he 
accepted a pair of second-hand shoes which, in his confusion, he put on to go to 
bed; he was still shocked from all that had happened to him. All night he lay awake 
in the long dormitory of cots with lumpy figures on them. The only light was from a 
phosphorescent cross glowing at the end of the room. The tree reached out to grasp 
him again, then burst into flame; the shoe burned quietly by itself; the eyes in the 
book said to him distinctly go back and at the same time did not utter a sound. He 
wished that he were not in this city, not in this Haven of Light Mission, not in a bed 
by himself. He longed miserably for Sarah Ruth. Her sharp tongue and icepick eyes 
were the only comfort he could bring to mind. He decided he was losing it. Her eyes 
appeared soft and dilatory compared with the eyes in the book, for even though he 
could not summon up the exact look of those eyes, he could still feel their penetra-
tion. He felt as though, under their gaze, he was as transparent as the wing of a fly.

The tattooist had told him not to come until ten in the morning, but when he ar-
rived at that hour, Parker was sitting in the dark hallway on the floor, waiting for him. 
He had decided upon getting up that, once the tattoo was on him, he would not look 
at it, that all his sensations of the day and night before were those of a crazy man 
and that he would return to doing things according to his own sound judgement.

The artist began where he left off. “One thing I want to know,” he said presently 
as he worked over Parker’s back, “why do you want this on you? Have you gone and 
got religion? Are you saved?” he asked in a mocking voice.

Parker’s throat felt salty and dry. “Naw,” he said, “I ain’t got no use for none 
of that. A man can’t save his self from whatever it is he don’t deserve none of my 
sympathy.” These words seemed to leave his mouth like wraiths and to evaporate at 
once as if he had never uttered them.

“Then why . . .”
“I married this woman that’s saved,” Parker said. “I never should have done it. I 

ought to leave her. She’s done gone and got pregnant.”
“That’s too bad,” the artist said. “Then it’s her making you have this tattoo.”
“Naw,” Parker said, “she don’t know nothing about it. It’s a surprise for her.”
“You think she’ll like it and lay off you a while?”
“She can’t hep herself,” Parker said. “She can’t say she don’t like the looks of 

God.” He decided he had told the artist enough of his business. Artists were all right 
in their place but he didn’t like them poking their noses into the affairs of regular 
people. “I didn’t get no sleep last night,” he said. “I think I’ll get some now.”

That closed the mouth of the artist but it did not bring him any sleep. He lay 
there, imagining how Sarah Ruth would be struck speechless by the face on his 
back and every now and then this would be interrupted by a vision of the tree of fire 
and his empty shoe burning beneath it.

The artist worked steadily until nearly four o’clock, not stopping to have lunch, 
hardly pausing with the electric instrument except to wipe the dripping dye off Park-
er’s back as he went along. Finally he finished. “You can get up and look at it now,” 
he said.

Parker sat up but he remained on the edge of the table.
The artist was pleased with his work and wanted Parker to look at it at once. In-

stead Parker continued to sit on the edge of the table, bent forward slightly but with 
a vacant look. “What ails you?” the artist said. “Go look at it.”

“Ain’t nothing ail me,” Parker said in a sudden belligerent voice. “That tattoo ain’t 
going nowhere. It’ll be there when I get there.” He reached for his shirt and began 
gingerly to put it on.

The artist took him roughly by the arm and propelled him between the two mir-
rors. “Now look,” he said, angry at having his work ignored.

Parker looked, turned white and moved away. The eyes in the reflected face 
continued to look at him—still, straight, all-demanding, enclosed in silence.

“It was your idea, remember,” the artist said. “I would have advised something 
else.”

Parker said nothing. He put on his shirt and went out the door while the artist 
shouted, “I’ll expect all of my money!”

Parker headed toward a package shop on the corner. He bought a pint of whis-
key and took it into a nearby alley and drank it all in five minutes. Then he moved on 
to a pool hall nearby which he frequented when he came to the city. It was a well-
lighted barn-like place with a bar up one side and gambling machines on the other 
and pool tables in the back. As soon as Parker entered, a large man in a red and 
black checkered shirt hailed him by slapping him on the back and yelling, “Yeyyyyyy 
boy! O. E. Parker!”

Parker was not yet ready to be struck on the back. “Lay off,” he said, “I got a 
fresh tattoo there.”

“What you got this time?” the man asked and then yelled to a few at the ma-
chines. “O. E.’s got him another tattoo.”

“Nothing special this time,” Parker said and slunk over to a machine that was 
not being used.

“Come on,” the big man said, “let’s have a look at O. E.’s tattoo,” and while 
Parker squirmed in their hands, they pulled up his shirt. Parker felt all the hands drop 
away instantly and his shirt fell again like a veil over the face. There was a silence 
in the pool room which seemed to Parker to grow from the circle around him until it 
extended to the foundations under the building and upward through the beams in 
the roof.

Finally some one said, “Christ!” Then they all broke into noise at once. Parker 
turned around, an uncertain grin on his face.

“Leave it to O. E.!” the man in the checkered shirt said. “That boy’s a real card!”
“Maybe he’s gone and got religion,” some one yelled.
“Not on your life,” Parker said.
“O. E.’s got religion and is witnessing for Jesus, ain’t you, O. E.?” a little man with 

a piece of cigar in his mouth said wryly. “An o-riginal way to do it if I ever saw one.”
“Leave it to Parker to think of a new one!” the fat man said.
“Yyeeeeeeyyyyyyy boy!” someone yelled and they all began to whistle and curse 

in compliment until Parker said, “Aaa shut up.”
“What’d you do it for?” somebody asked.
“For laughs,” Parker said. “What’s it to you?”
“Why ain’t you laughing then?” somebody yelled. Parker lunged into the midst 

of them and like a whirlwind on a summer’s day there began a fight that raged amid 
overturned tables and swinging fists until two of them grabbed him and ran to the 
door with him and threw him out. Then a calm descended on the pool hall as nerve 
shattering as if the long barn-like room were the ship from which Jonah had been 
cast into the sea.

Parker sat for a long time on the ground in the alley behind the pool hall, examin-
ing his soul. He saw it as a spider web of facts and lies that was not at all important 
to him but which appeared to be necessary in spite of his opinion. The eyes that 
were now forever on his back were eyes to be obeyed. He was as certain of it as he 
had ever been of anything. Throughout his life, grumbling and sometimes cursing, 
often afraid, once in rapture, Parker had obeyed whatever instinct of this kind had 
come to him—in rapture when his spirit had lifted at the sight of the tattooed man at 
the fair, afraid when he had joined the navy, grumbling when he had married Sarah 
Ruth.

The thought of her brought him slowly to his feet. She would know what he 
had to do. She would clear up the rest of it, and she would at least be pleased. It 
seemed to him that, all along, that was what he wanted, to please her. His truck was 
still parked in front of the building where the artist had his place, but it was not far 
away. He got in it and drove out of the city and into the country night. His head was 
almost clear of liquor and he observed that his dissatisfaction was gone, but he felt 
not quite like himself. It was as if he were himself but a stranger to himself, driving 
into a new country though everything he saw was familiar to him, even at night.

He arrived finally at the house on the embankment, pulled the truck under the 
pecan tree and got out. He made as much noise as possible to assert that he was 
still in charge here, that his leaving her for a night without word meant nothing ex-
cept it was the way he did things. He slammed the car door, stamped up the two 
steps and across the porch and rattled the door knob. It did not respond to his 
touch. “Sarah Ruth!” he yelled, “let me in.”

There was no lock on the door and she had evidently placed the back of a chair 
against the knob. He began to beat on the door and rattle the knob at the same time.

He heard the bed springs screak and bent down and put his head to the keyhole, 
but it was stopped up with paper. “Let me in!” he hollered, bamming on the door 
again. “What you got me locked out for?

A sharp voice close to the door said, “Who’s there?”
“Me,” Parker said, “O. E.”
He waited a moment.
“Me,” he said impatiently, “O. E.”
Still no sound from inside.
He tried once more. “O. E.,” he said, bamming the door two or three more times. 

“O. E. Parker. You know me.”
There was a silence. Then the voice said slowly, “I don’t know no O. E.”
“Quit fooling,” Parker pleaded. “You ain’t got any business doing me this way. 

It’s me, old O. E., I’m back. You ain’t afraid of me.”
“Who’s there?” the same unfeeling voice said.
Parker turned his head as if he expected someone behind him to give him the 

answer. The sky had lightened slightly and there were two or three streaks of yel-
low floating above the horizon. Then as he stood there, a tree of light burst over the 
skyline.

Parker fell back against the door as if he had been pinned there by a lance.
“Who’s there?” the voice from inside said and there was a quality about it now 

that seemed final. The knob rattled and the voice said peremptorily, “Who’s there, I 
ast you?”

Parker bent down and put his mouth near the stuffed keyhole. “Obadiah,” he 
whispered and all at once he felt the light pouring through him, turning his spider 
web soul into a perfect arabesque of colors, a garden of trees and birds and beasts.

“Obadiah Elihue!” he whispered.
The door opened and he stumbled in. Sarah Ruth loomed there, hands on her 

hips. She began at once, “That was no hefty blonde woman you was working for 
and you’ll have to pay her every penny on her tractor you busted up. She don’t keep 
insurance on it. She came here and her and me had us a long talk and I . . .”

Trembling, Parker set about lighting the kerosene lamp.
“What’s the matter with you, wasting that kerosene this near daylight?” she de-

manded. “I ain’t got to look at you.”
A yellow glow enveloped them. Parker put the match down and began to unbut-

ton his shirt.
“And you ain’t going to have none of me this near morning,” she said.
“Shut your mouth,” he said quietly. “Look at this and then I don’t want to hear no 

more out of you.” He removed the shirt and turned his back to her.
“Another picture,” Sarah Ruth growled. “I might have known you was off after 

putting some more trash on yourself.”
Parker’s knees went hollow under him. He wheeled around and cried, “Look at 

it! Don’t just say that! Look at it!”
“I done looked,” she said.
“Don’t you know who it is?” he cried in anguish.
“No, who is it?” Sarah Ruth said. “It ain’t anybody I know.”
“It’s him,” Parker said.
“Him who?”
“God!” Parker cried.
“God? God don’t look like that!”
“What do you know how he looks?” Parker moaned. “You ain’t seen him.”
“He don’t look,” Sarah Ruth said. “He’s a spirit. No man shall see his face.”
“Aw listen,” Parker groaned, “this is just a picture of him.”
“Idolatry!” Sarah Ruth screamed. “Idolatry! Enflaming yourself with idols under 

every green tree! I can put up with lies and vanity but I don’t want no idolator in this 
house!” and she grabbed up the broom and began to thrash him across the shoul-
ders with it.

Parker was too stunned to resist. He sat there and let her beat him until she had 
nearly knocked him senseless and large welts had formed on the face of the tat-
tooed Christ. Then he staggered up and made for the door.

She stamped the broom two or three times on the floor and went to the window 
and shook it out to get the taint of him off it. Still gripping it, she looked toward the 
pecan tree and her eyes hardened still more. There he was—who called himself 
Obadiah Elihue—leaning against the tree, crying like a baby.� ■
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Flannery O’Connor on Writing

Flannery O’Connor at her mother’s Georgia farm where she raised  
peacocks; c. 1962.

Excerpt from “On Her Own Work”: 	 1963 
Insights into “A Good Man Is Hard to Find”	

A story really isn’t any good unless it successfully resists paraphrase, unless it hangs 
on and expands in the mind. Properly, you analyze to enjoy, but it’s equally true that 
to analyze with any discrimination, you have to have enjoyed already, and I think that 
the best reason to hear a story read is that it should stimulate that primary enjoyment.

I don’t have any pretensions to being an Aeschylus or Sophocles and providing 
you in this story with a cathartic experience out of your mythic background, though 
this story I’m going to read certainly calls up a good deal of the South’s mythic back-
ground, and it should elicit from you a degree of pity and terror, even though its way 
of being serious is a comic one. I do think, though, that like the Greeks you should 
know what is going to happen in this story so that any element of suspense in it will 
be transferred from its surface to its interior.

I would be most happy if you had already read it, happier still if you knew it 
well, but since experience has taught me to keep my expectations along these lines 
modest, I’ll tell you that this is the story of a family of six which, on its way driving 
to Florida, gets wiped out by an escaped convict who calls himself the Misfit. The 
family is made up of the Grandmother and her son, Bailey, and his children, John 
Wesley and June Star and the baby, and there is also the cat and the children’s 
mother. The cat is named Pitty Sing, and the Grandmother is taking him with them, 
hidden in a basket.

Now I think it behooves me to try to establish with you the basis on which rea-
son operates in this story. Much of my fiction takes its character from a reasonable 
use of the unreasonable, though the reasonableness of my use of it may not always 
be apparent. The assumptions that underlie this use of it, however, are those of 
the central Christian mysteries. These are assumptions to which a large part of the 
modern audience takes exception. About this I can only say that there are perhaps 
other ways than my own in which this story could be read, but none other by which 
it could have been written. Belief, in my own case anyway, is the engine that makes 
perception operate.

The heroine of this story, the Grandmother, is in the most significant position life 
offers the Christian. She is facing death. And to all appearances she, like the rest 
of us, is not too well prepared for it. She would like to see the event postponed. 
Indefinitely.

I’ve talked to a number of teachers who use this story in class and who tell their 
students that the Grandmother is evil, that in fact, she’s a witch, even down to the 
cat. One of these teachers told me that his students, and particularly his Southern 
students, resisted this interpretation with a certain bemused vigor, and he didn’t 
understand why. I had to tell him that they resisted it because they all had grand-
mothers or great-aunts just like her at home, and they knew, from personal experi-
ence, that the old lady lacked comprehension, but that she had a good heart. The 
Southerner is usually tolerant of those weaknesses that proceed from innocence, 
and he knows that a taste for self-preservation can be readily combined with the 
missionary spirit.

This same teacher was telling his students that morally the Misfit was several 
cuts above the Grandmother. He had a really sentimental attachment to the Misfit. 
But then a prophet gone wrong is almost always more interesting than your grand-
mother, and you have to let people take their pleasures where they find them.

It is true that the old lady is a hypocritical old soul; her wits are no match for the 
Misfit’s, nor is her capacity for grace equal to his; yet I think the unprejudiced reader 
will feel that the Grandmother has a special kind of triumph in this story which in-
stinctively we do not allow to someone altogether bad.

I often ask myself what makes a story work, and what makes it hold up as a 
story, and I have decided that it is probably some action, some gesture of a charac-
ter that is unlike any other in the story, one which indicates where the real heart of 
the story lies. This would have to be an action or a gesture which was both totally 
right and totally unexpected; it would have to be one that was both in character and 
beyond character; it would have to suggest both the world and eternity. The action 
or gesture I’m talking about would have to be on the anagogical level, that is, the 
level which has to do with the Divine life and our participation in it. It would be a 
gesture that transcended any neat allegory that might have been intended or any pat 
moral categories a reader could make. It would be a gesture which somehow made 
contact with mystery.

There is a point in this story where such a gesture occurs. The Grandmother is 
at last alone, facing the Misfit. Her head clears for an instant and she realizes, even 
in her limited way, that she is responsible for the man before her and joined to him 
by ties of kinship which have their roots deep in the mystery she has been merely 
prattling about so far. And at this point, she does the right thing, she makes the right 
gesture.

I find that students are often puzzled by what she says and does here, but I think 
myself that if I took out this gesture and what she says with it, I would have no story. 
What was left would not be worth your attention. Our age not only does not have 
a very 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. The 
devil’s greatest wile, Baudelaire has said, is to convince us that he does not exist.

I suppose the reasons for the use of so much violence in modern fiction will dif-
fer with each writer who uses it, but in my own stories I have found that violence is 
strangely capable of returning my characters to reality and preparing them to accept 
their moment of grace. Their heads are so hard that almost nothing else will do the 
work. This idea, that reality is something to which we must be returned at consid-
erable cost, is one which is seldom understood by the casual reader, but it is one 
which is implicit in the Christian view of the world.

I don’t want to equate the Misfit with the devil. I prefer to think that, however 
unlikely this may seem, the old lady’s gesture, like the mustard-seed, will grow to 
be a great crow-filled tree in the Misfit’s heart, and will be enough of a pain to him 
there to turn him into the prophet he was meant to become. But that’s another story.

This story has been called grotesque, but I prefer to call it literal. A good story 
is literal in the same sense that a child’s drawing is literal. When a child draws, he 
doesn’t intend to distort but to set down exactly what he sees, and as his gaze is 
direct, he sees the lines that create motion. Now the lines of motion that interest the 
writer are usually invisible. They are lines of spiritual motion. And in this story you 
should be on the lookout for such things as the action of grace in the Grandmother’s 
soul, and not for the dead bodies.

We hear many complaints about the prevalence of violence in modern fiction, 
and it is always assumed that this violence is a bad thing and meant to be an end in 
itself. With the serious writer, violence is never an end in itself. It is the extreme situ-
ation that best reveals what we are essentially, and I believe these are times when 
writers are more interested in what we are essentially than in the tenor of our daily 
lives. Violence is a force which can be used for good or evil, and among other things 
taken by it is the kingdom of heaven. But regardless of what can be taken by it, the 
man in the violent situation reveals those qualities least dispensable in his personal-
ity, those qualities which are all he will have to take into eternity with him; and since 
the characters in this story are all on the verge of eternity, it is appropriate to think 
of what they take with them. In any case, I hope that if you consider these points in 
connection with the story, you will come to see it as something more than an ac-
count of a family murdered on the way to Florida.

From “On Her Own Work”  ■

Flannery O’Connor: Excerpts from “On Her Own Work” and “The Grotesque in Southern Fiction” in Mystery 
and Manners by Flannery O’Connor, edited by Sally and Robert Fitzgerald. Copyright © 1969 by The Estate 
of Mary Flannery O’Connor. Reprinted by permission of Farrar, Straus & Giroux, LLC.
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Flannery O’Connor

On Her Catholic Faith	 1955

I write the way I do because (not though) I am a Catholic. This is a fact and nothing 
covers it like the bald statement. However, I am a Catholic peculiarly possessed 
of the modern consciousness, the thing Jung describes as unhistorical, solitary, 
and guilty. To possess this within the Church is to bear a burden, the necessary 
burden for the conscious Catholic. It’s to feel the contemporary situation at the 
ultimate level. I think that the Church is the only thing that is going to make the 
terrible world we are coming to endurable; the only thing that makes the Church 
endurable is that it is somehow the body of Christ and that on this we are fed. It 
seems to be a fact that you suffer as much from the Church as for it but if you be-
lieve in the divinity of Christ, you have to cherish the world at the same time that 
you struggle to endure it. This may explain the lack of bitterness in the stories.

From a letter (July 20, 1955) in The Habit of Being  ■
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Flannery O’Connor

Excerpt from “The Grotesque in Southern Fiction”: 	 1960 
The Serious Writer and the Tired Reader

Those writers who speak for and with their age are able to do so with a great deal 
more ease and grace than those who speak counter to prevailing attitudes. I once 
received a letter from an old lady in California who informed me that when the tired 
reader comes home at night, he wishes to read something that will lift up his heart. 
And it seems her heart had not been lifted up by anything of mine she had read. I 
think that if her heart had been in the right place, it would have been lifted up.

You may say that the serious writer doesn’t have to bother about the tired 
reader, but he does, because they are all tired. One old lady who wants her heart 
lifted up wouldn’t be so bad, but you multiply her two hundred and fifty thousand 
times and what you get is a book club. I used to think it should be possible to write 
for some supposed elite, for the people who attend the universities and sometimes 
know how to read, but I have since found that though you may publish your stories 
in Botteghe Oscure,° if they are any good at all, you are eventually going to get a 
letter from some old lady in California, or some inmate of the Federal Penitentiary 
or the state insane asylum or the local poorhouse, telling you where you have failed 
to meet his needs.

And his need, of course, is to be lifted up. There is something in us, as story-
tellers and as listeners to stories, that demands the redemptive act, that demands 
that what falls at least be offered the chance to be restored. The reader of today 
looks for this motion, and rightly so, but what he has forgotten is the cost of it. His 
sense of evil is diluted or lacking altogether and so he has forgotten the price of res-
toration. When he reads a novel, he wants either his senses tormented or his spirits 
raised. He wants to be transported, instantly, either to a mock damnation or a mock 
innocence.

I am often told that the model of balance for the novelist should be Dante, who 
divided his territory up pretty evenly between hell, purgatory, and paradise. There 
can be no objection to this, but also there can be no reason to assume that the result 
of doing it in these times will give us the balanced picture that it gave in Dante’s. 
Dante lived in the 13th century when that balance was achieved in the faith of his 
age. We live now in an age which doubts both fact and value, which is swept this 
way and that by momentary convictions. Instead of reflecting a balance from the 
world around him, the novelist now has to achieve one from a felt balance inside 
himself. There are ages when it is possible to woo the reader; there are others when 
something more drastic is necessary.

There is no literary orthodoxy that can be prescribed as settled for the fiction 
writer, not even that of Henry James who balanced the elements of traditional real-
ism and romance so admirably within each of his novels. But this much can be said. 
The great novels we get in the future are not going to be those that the public thinks 
it wants, or those that critics demand. They are going to be the kind of novels that 
interest the novelist. And the novels that interest the novelist are those that have 
not already been written. They are those that put the greatest demands on him, that 
require him to operate at the maximum of his intelligence and his talents, and to be 
true to the particularities of his own vocation. The direction of many of us will be 
toward concentration and the distortion that is necessary to get our vision across; it 
will be more toward poetry than toward the traditional novel.

The problem for such a novelist will be to know how far he can distort without 
destroying, and in order not to destroy, he will have to descend far enough into 
himself to reach those underground springs that give life to his work. This descent 
into himself will, at the same time, be a descent into his region. It will be a descent 
through the darkness of the familiar into a world where, like the blind man cured in 
the gospels, he sees men as if they were trees, but walking. This is the beginning of 
vision, and I feel it is a vision which we in the South must at least try to understand 
if we want to participate in the continuance of a vital Southern literature. I hate to 
think that in twenty years Southern writers too may be writing about men in grey 
flannel suits and may have lost their ability to see that these gentlemen are even 
greater freaks than what we are writing about now. I hate to think of the day when 
the Southern writer will satisfy the tired reader.

From “The Grotesque in Southern Fiction”  ■

Flannery O’Connor:  Excerpts from “On Her Own Work” and “The Grotesque in Southern Fiction” in 
Mystery and Manners by Flannery O’Connor, edited by Sally and Robert Fitzgerald. Copyright © 1969  
by The Estate of Mary Flannery O’Connor. Reprinted by permission of Farrar, Straus & Giroux, LLC.  
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Critics on Flannery O’Connor

Flannery O’Connor and her Self-Portrait with  
Pheasant Cock, 1962

J. O. Tate

A Good Source Is Not So Hard to Find:	 1980 
The Real Life Misfit	

The mounting evidence of O’Connor’s use of items from the Milledgeville and Atlanta 
newspapers will interest those who realize that these sources, in and of themselves, 
have nothing to do with the Gothic, the grotesque, the American Romance tradition, 
Southwestern humor, Southern literature, adolescent aggression, the New Herme-
neutics, the anxiety of influence, structuralism, pentecostal Gnosticism, medieval 
theology, Christian humanism, existentialism, or the Roman Catholic Church.

I. On “The Misfit” as Name and Word

The text of an Atlanta Constitution article of November 6, 1952, p. 29, identifies 
for us the source of a celebrated sobriquet. This newspaper reference was reprint-
ed in The Flannery O’Connor Bulletin, Volume III, Autumn 1974. The headline says 
enough: “‘The Misfit’ Robs Office, Escapes With $150.” Flannery O’Connor took a 
forgotten criminal’s alias and used it for larger purposes: her Misfit was out of place 
in a grander way than the original. But we should not forget O’Connor’s credentials 
as “a literalist of the imagination.” There is always “a little lower layer.” She meant 
to mock pop psychology by exploiting the original Misfit’s exploitation of a socio-
psychological “excuse” for aberrant behavior. But even a little lower: the original 
meaning of the word “misfit” has to do with clothing. We should not fail, therefore, 
to note that The Misfit’s “borrowed” blue jeans are too tight. He leaves the story, of 
course, wearing Bailey’s shirt.

II. On the Identity and Destiny of the Original Misfit

By November 15, 1952, The Misfit had been apprehended; he had also ad-
vanced himself to page three of the Atlanta Journal. The Misfit was a twenty-five-
year old named James C. Yancey. He “was found to be of unsound mind” and 
committed to the state mental hospital at—Milledgeville. Where else?

III. �On The Misfit’s Notoriety, Peregrinations, Good Manners, Eye-glasses, 
Companions, and Mental Hygiene

The original Misfit was, as criminals go, small potatoes. He was an unambitious 
thief, no more. O’Connor took nothing from him but his imposing signature. But it just 
so happens that there was another well-publicized criminal aloose in Tennessee 
and Georgia just before the time that O’Connor appropriated the Misfit’s name. This 
other hold-up artist had four important qualities in common with her Misfit. First, 
he inspired a certain amount of terror through several states. Second, he had, or 
claimed to have, a certain politesse. Third, he wore spectacles. Fourth, he had two 
accomplices, in more than one account.

James Francis (“Three-Gun”) Hill, the sinister celebrity of the front pages, much 
more closely resembles the object of the grandmother’s warnings than the original 
Misfit. Various articles tell of “a fantastic record of 26 kidnappings in four states, as 
many robberies, 10 car thefts, and a climactic freeing of four Florida convicts from a 
prison gang—all in two kaleidoscopic weeks.” He had advanced “from an obscure 
hoodlum to top billing as a public enemy” (The Atlanta Constitution, November 1, p. 1). 
Such headlines as the grandmother had in mind screamed of Hill (though not in the 
sports section that Bailey was reading): “Maniac’s Gang Terrorizes Hills” (Constitu-
tion, October 24, p. 2, from Sparta, Tenn.); “Search for Kidnap-Robbery Trio Cen-
ters in Atlanta and Vicinity” (October 25, p. 1, from Atlanta); “Chattanooga Is Focal 
Point for Manhunt” (October 27, p. 26); “2nd of Terror Gang Seized In Florida/Pal 
Said Still In Atlanta Area” (October 29, p. 32); “Self-Styled 3-Gun Maniac Frees 
4 Road Gang Convicts at Gunpoint” (October 31, p. 1, from Bartow, Florida). It is 
quite clear that O’Connor, imagining through the grandmother’s point of view, was, 
like the newspapers, assuming an Atlanta locale and orientation. The southward 
trip was in the same direction as Hill’s last run.

The article of October 24 gives us a bit of color: “A fantastic band of highway-
men, led by a self-styled ‘maniac’ who laughed weirdly while he looted his victims, 
spread terror through the Cumberland hills today. . . . [The leader] boasted that he 
had escaped from the Utah State Prison and ‘killed two people’ . . . ‘They call me 
a three-gun maniac, and brother, they got the picture straight,’ the head bandit was 
quoted by victims.” The October 31 article hints at the rustic setting of O’Connor’s 
story: “The escapees and Hill . . . drove up a dead-end road and abandoned the 
car. They fled into thick woods on foot. . . .”

The Constitution of November 1 speaks of Hill on the front page as “the be-
spectacled, shrunken-cheeked highwayman.” A later article gives us, as it gave 
O’Connor, a clue to her Misfit’s respectful modes of address (“Good afternoon . . . 
I pre-chate that, lady . . . Nome . . . I’m sorry I don’t have on a shirt before you 
ladies . . . Yes’m . . .”): We read of the trial of “Accused kidnapper, James Francis 
(Three-Gun) Hill, who says he’s a ‘gentleman-bandit’ because ‘I didn’t cuss in front 
of ladies. . . .’” This Associated Press wire story from Chattanooga was on page 26 
of the November 13 Atlanta Journal.

The Constitution of the same date says “Hearing Delayed for ‘Maniac’ Hill and 2 
Cronies,” and goes on to mention “James Francis Hill, self-styled ‘three-gun mani-
ac.’” We may observe that both Yancey and Hill were referred to in the newspapers 
as “self-styled,” an arresting phrase perhaps to an author attuned to extravagances 
of self. I think we may also recognize here the genesis of Hiram and Bobby Lee.

The result of Hill’s plea of guilty was perhaps not as forthright as his intention: 
“‘Maniac’ Hill Is Adjudged Incompetent” (Constitution, November 18). Like Yancey, 
The Misfit, Hill was sent to a mental institution—in Tennessee, this time. (His cronies 
were sentenced to jail.) The diagnosis of both Yancey and Hill as mentally ill may 
have suggested O’Connor’s Misfit’s experiences with the “head-doctor.”

IV. On the Misfit, Memory, and Guilt

The fictional Misfit was not easily freudened: he knew perfectly well that he had 
not killed his daddy. Yet he insisted there was no balance between guilt and punish-
ment—if memory served.

The issues of accuracy of memory, consciousness of guilt, and conscience were 
also raised in an odd “human-interest” story that was published in those same days 
when O’Connor was gathering so much material from the newspapers. The Misfit’s 
claim that he was punished for crimes he did not remember may have been inspired 
by this account of a man who was not punished for a crime he did remember—but 
remembered wrongly.

The Journal of November 5, 1952 carried the article, written from Brookhaven, 
New York, on page 12: “‘Murder’ Didn’t Happen, House Painter Free.” Louis Roberts 
had shot a policeman in 1928; he assumed he had killed him. Over twenty years 
later, his conscience finally forced him to confess. When his tale was investigated, 
it was discovered that the policeman had survived after all. There was no prosecu-
tion for, as an authority was quoted as saying, “His conscience has punished him 
enough.”

From “A Good Source Is Not So Hard to Find”  ■

J.O. Tate: “A Good Source Is Not So Hard to Find: The Real Life Misfit” by J. O. Tate in The Flannery 
O’Connor Bulletin 9 (1980): pp. 98–103. Copyright © 1980. Reprinted by permission of Marshall Bruce 
Gentry, Georgia College.
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The article in the Atlanta Constitution, November 6, 1952, that provided  
Flannery O’Connor with the criminal nickname “The Misfit.”
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Louise S. Cowan

The Character of Mrs. Turpin in “Revelation”	 2005

O’Connor held that serious writers cannot produce their works simply from their 
own ideas and conscious convictions; rather, if they are to produce anything of val-
ue, they must submit to a larger body of customs and manners of which they are a 
part. “As far as the creation of a body of fiction is concerned,” she writes, “the social 
is superior to the purely personal.” The writer whose themes are religious particularly 
needs a region where the themes find a response in the life of the people. “What 
the Southern Catholic writer is apt to find when he descends within his imagination 
is not Catholic life but the life of his region in which he is both native and alien.” For 
O’Connor, then, the South presented the region to which she could devote her ge-
nius. It was out of step with the rest of the nation, since it was still largely agrarian, 
retaining in the early twentieth century traces in it of an older worldview. Further, as 
she saw, it still had a “folk,” both white and black, who maintained an outlook fun-
damentally religious. It was likely to be from these groups that the prophetic figures 
in her fiction could emerge. In the South the general conception of man is still, 
O’Connor maintained, theological:

The Bible is known by the ignorant as well as the educated and it is always 
the mythos which the poor hold in common that is most valuable to the fic-
tion writer. When the poor hold sacred history in common, they have ties to 
the universal and the holy which allows the meaning of their every action to 
be heightened and seen under the aspect of eternity.

• • •

“Revelation”

The short story “Revelation,” which won first prize in the 1964 O. Henry Awards, is 
one of O’Connor’s last-written pieces and one of her most accomplished. It is about 
her familiar theme of Pharisaism;° and the epiphany with which it ends is no less 
devastating for occurring while the protagonist, Mrs. Turpin, is hosing down one of 
her prize hogs.

O’Connor’s favorite target is the respectable, moral person who has lived a 
good and sensible life. The main character in “Revelation,” Ruby Turpin, is such 
a figure, innocently falling into the pattern of self-satisfaction that finally assumes 
God himself must be impressed with her virtue. It is a mistake, however, to con-
strue O’Connor’s keen portrayals as pitiless. Her pharisaical characters are un-
aware of their self-love; they conduct themselves with kindness and courtesy, as 
good decent people should do. Mrs. Turpin in “Revelation” is such a naively self-
righteous person, convinced that her righteousness makes her a special friend 
of Jesus. One of O’Connor’s worries about the story “Revelation,” as a matter of 
fact, was that people would think she was disapproving of Mrs. Turpin. “You got 
to be a very big woman to shout at the Lord across a hog pen,” she wrote in a 
letter to a friend.

Ruby Turpin is one of O’Connor’s masterpieces. Essentially good-hearted, she 
is blind to her own pride and self-satisfaction. She passes judgment on everyone 
she meets, sometimes occupying herself with naming over the classes of people. 
“On the bottom of the heap were most colored people . . . then next to them, not 
above, just away from—were the white trash, then above them the home-owners, 
and above them the home-and-land owners to which she and Claud belonged.” She 
naively congratulates herself on having been born as who she is, a good respectable 
white woman who, with her husband, makes do with what they have and takes care 
of their property. But there are people who own more property—and people over 
them, and some of them are not morally good; so Mrs. Turpin’s neat little scale of 
measurement becomes blurry and leaves her puzzled.

The crucial event in Ruby Turpin’s life begins in a doctor’s office. . . . She has 
been singled out, she knows, for a message. And, afterwards, the more she thinks 
about it in her isolation (for she can’t bring herself to ask her husband about it; 
and the black servants who work for her merely flatter her), the more the incident 
seems to have some sort of divine import. “The message had been given to Ruby 
Turpin, a respectable, hard-working, church-going woman.” Angry, she makes 
her way to the hogpen; and as she is watering down a white sow she begins her 
questioning of God that turns into a challenge: “Go on, call me a hog! Call me a 
hog again. From hell. Call me a wart hog from hell.” And finally the blasphemous, 
“Who do you think you are?”

It is this direct challenge to the Almighty that produces the real revelation for 
Ruby Turpin. And in the vision that she receives, the question she had always stum-
bled over—the complexity of categorizing the classes of people—is answered, with 
a revelation at once grotesque and sublime.

From “Passing by the Dragon: Flannery O’Connor’s Art of Revelation”  ■

Louise S. Cowan: From “Passing by the Dragon” by Louise S. Cowan in “Revelation” by Flannery 
O’Connor, The Trinity Forum Reading 40 (Summer 2005) (McLean, VA: The Trinity Forum, Inc., 2005).  
Used by permission.
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Dean Flower

Listening to Flannery O’Connor	 2011

Readers of course do not have to be distracted by a writer’s actual speaking voice. 
Sometimes, as in Faulkner’s deliberately toneless reading of the Reverend Shegog’s 
sermon in The Sound and the Fury, or Eudora Welty’s much-too-fast rendition of 
“Why I Live at the P.O.,” hearing the author can be a disappointment. But I am happy 
to say that this is not the case with Flannery O’Connor. Her voice was recorded, so 
far as anyone knows, only once—at Vanderbilt University on April 22, 1959, when 
she gave a reading of her most famous shocker, “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” 
prefacing it with a few remarks about her work.3 . . . Although the recording quality 
is low, O’Connor’s voice in 1959 was mellow and rounded, not whiny or nasal or 
flat. By then she had considerable experience in lecturing and giving readings, so 
no doubt her poise is way greater than it could have been at Iowa or Yaddo. But I 
was surprised by its warmth. You hear her quiet irony, of course, especially in her 
introductory remarks, but also—very unexpectedly to me—a youthful spiritedness. 
Despite its apparent gravity, her voice conveys something close to exuberance in 
its relish and delight in words. She gets loud laughter in observing that the labels 
“degenerate” and “gothic” and “grotesque” have been inflicted on her so often she 
feels “like Bre’er Rabbit stuck on the Tar Baby.” Everybody knows that story. But 
nobody laughs when she offers the following:

It was suggested to me that I would want to preface this reading tonight with 
a short statement about my philosophy of writing. Of course I don’t want to 
do anything of the kind. My approach to literary problems is very much like 
the one Dr. Johnson’s° blind housekeeper used when she poured tea for 
him. She put her finger inside the cup.

What could be clearer, wittier, and more self-deprecating about her craft? Leave it 
to O’Connor to identify herself—unobtrusively—with the blind Annie Williams, on 
whom Johnson took such compassion.

From “Listening to Flannery O’Connor”  ■

Dean Flower: Excerpt from “Listening to Flannery O’Connor” reprinted by permission from The Hudson 
Review, Vol. LXIII, No. 4 (Winter 2011). Copyright © 2011 by The Hudson Review, Inc.
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