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

Excerpt from "On Her Own Work"”: The Element of
Suspense in “A Good Man Is Hard to Find” 1963

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. [ 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 mod-
est, I'll tell you that this is the story of a family of six which, on its way driving to
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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 cen-
tral 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 percep-
tion 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. In-
definitely.

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 grandmothers or great-
aunts just like her at home, and they knew, from personal experience, 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 [ have decided that it is probably some action, some gesture of a character 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
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From a letter (July 20, 1955) in The Habit of Bei

Excerpt from “The Grotesque in Southern Fiction”:
The Serious Writer and the Tired Reader 19¢

Those writers who speak for and with their age are able to do so with a great de;
more ease and grace than those who speak counter to prevailing attitudes. I once r¢
ceived a letter from an old lady in California who informed me that when the tire
reader comes home at night, he wishes to read something that will lift up his hear
And it seems her heart had not been lifted up by anything of mine she had read.
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 reade;
but he does, because they are all tired. One old lady who wants her heart lifted uj
wouldn’t be so bad, but you multiply her two hundred and fifty thousand times an
what you get is a book club. I used to think it should be possible to write for somy
supposed elite, for the people who attend the universities and sometimes know hov
to read, but I have since found that though you may publish your stories in Bottegh
Uscure,® 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
mylum 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
wil is diluted or lacking altogether and so he has forgotten the price of restoration.
When he reads a novel, he wants either his senses tormented or his spirits raised. He
Uhts 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
Vided his territory up pretty evenly between hell, purgatory, and paradise. There
be no objection to this, but also there can be no reaso
give us the balanced picture that it gave in Dante’s.
hie lived in the 13th century when that balance was achieved in the faith of his
L We live now in an age which doubts both fact and value, which is swept this way
that by momentary convictions. Instead of reflecting a balance from the world
il him, the novelist now has to achieve one from a felt balance inside himself.
ire ages when it is possible to woo the reader; there are others when something
Urastic is necessary.
Wi is no literary orthodoxy that can be prescribed as set
1 ot even that of Henry James who balanced the elements
i tomance so admirably within each of his novels, But this
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A hane: a distinguished and expensive literary magazine published in Rome from 1949 1o 1960
hoess Marguerite Caetani for a small. sonhisticarad andine..



