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Abstract

Flannery O’Connor based what she called her “anagogic vision” on the medieval way of
seeing the world that allowed the reader of a text to discern “different levels of reality in
one image or one situation.” In my thesis I focus on the ways in which O’Connor revives
this literary strategy and adapts it to address the modern cultural context. Accordingly, I
examine in particular how her fiction engages Descartes’ worship of consciousness and
Nietzsche’s supposition that “God is dead” by anagogically endowing her characters’
bodies with two layers of signification. The first signified body is the spiritually-dead
body, which belongs to the character who believes he is a god unto himself by virtue of his
intellect. Since the character accepts his mind as his essence of being, his body appears in
O’Connor’s stories as the image of a soulless identity, a corpse. When the character

recognizes the rightful place of the soul, the whole person emerges from the second
signified body.
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What do we want with the dead alive?
— The Violent Bear It Away

As long as we are on earth,
the love that unites us will bring us suffering by our very contact with one another,
because this love is the resetting of a Body of broken bones.
— Thomas Merton
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Introduction

In The Gay Science, Nietzsche’s famous mad man runs through the marketplace
yelling that he is looking for God. Those in the market laugh at the old man, who holds a
lit lantern in the noonday sun. What really seems ludicrous to them is the idea that this
fool looks as if he is searching for a human being, when in fact he names his lost person
“God.” The mad man throws down his lantern and makes the most recognizable
Nietzschean statement: “God is dead.” He goes on to speculate how such a murder could
have occurred, and comes to the conclusion that we must now be gods unto ourselves.
The crux of his argument is that since we cannot recognize God any longer in any present
reality, nor with confidence in any conceptual exercise, we must “become gods.” This
dramatic scenario cast a long shadow over Flannery O’Connor’s religious imagination.
The whole of her fiction engages the figure of Nietzsche’s mad man at different levels.
“My audience are the people who think God is dead,” she affirmed in a letter in 195 5, “at
least these are the people I am conscious of writing for.”? She sets out deliberately to
reverse the mad man’s proposition. Her characters discover repeatedly that it is not God
who must die, but their self-deification instead. For so many of O’Connor’s characters,
the idea of God has become abstracted to an annoying dream. They put stock in their
mind’s power to separate themselves from matter and mystery. They have inherited a
modern consciousness that was nursed on Descartes’ classical dualism and fed Nietzsche’s

nihilism. Such a nonspiritual nutrition has poisoned their ability to digest God, especially

! Nietzsche, Friedrich, Friedrich Nietzsche: Philosophical Writings, trans. Reinhold Grimm and Caroline
Molina y Vedia (New York: Continuum, 1995) 146.

2 O’Connor, Flannery, The Habit of Being, ed. Sally Fitzgerald (New York: The Noonday Press, 1979)
92, cf. 90.



in the most immediate location, their body. They have constructed for themselves a false
soul, a mind-soul, that denies the union of a body and soul.

O’Connor seeks to destroy in her characters the misguided mind-soul and replace
it with one that engages, what she believed, is a sacred existence. She also desired that
her readers, no less than her characters, would possess “the kind of mind that is willing to
have its sense of mystery deepened by its contact with reality, and its sense of reality

deepened by its contact with mystery.”

That O’Connor’s aim was to undermine a
misplaced faith in the modern consciousness is a view I share with scholars like John
Desmond, who states that O’Connor’s “business as a writer was to ‘pulverize’ the
idolatrous minds of her characters and readers through force.”” She recognized the
challenge of countering the “God-is-Dead” culture as one of presenting to her unbelieving
audience the necessary contrary identity, Emmanuel, “God with us.”® She explained her
dilemma as follows: “One of the awful things about writing when you are a Christian is
that for you the ultimate reality is the Incamation, the present reality of the Incarnation,
and nobody believes in the Incarnation; that is, nobody in your audience.”® Desmond
further suggests that if O’Connor “could not entirely restructure the modern idolatrous
mind, she would at least open it to new ways of seeing by shattering the many false

hierarchies her culture had given itself over to.”” I argue that for O’Connor, the mind’s

“sense of reality” and “its contact with mystery” derives from a profound understanding of

3 O’ Connor, Flannery, Mystery and Manners, ed. Sally and Robert Fitzgerald (New York: The Noonday
Press, 1969) 79.

‘ Desmond, John, “Flannery O’Connor and the Idolatrous Mind,” Christianity and Literature 46.1
(Autumn 1996) 26.

3 For a further discussion of O’Connor’s engagement of Nietzsche, see Jae-Nam Han’s “O’Connor’s
Thomism and the ‘Death of God’ in Wise Blood” Literature and Belief 17.1-2 (1997): 115-127.
 O’Connor, HB 92.

7 Desmond, “Idolatrous Mind” 26.



the human body, and that her way to open the modern mind to new ways of seeing begins
with the way she depicted the human body. The bodies of her characters contain many
layers of signification that point, on closer inspection, to the very God the mad man
declared was dead.

Flannery O’Connor’s fictional bodies have two major levels of signification. The
first signified body is the spiritually-dead body. The character who believes that she is a
god unto herself possesses this body. Until the character accepts the grace that is
consistently offered in O’Connor’s stories, she ignores and rejects the notion that her body
is united with God. Hubris leads her to locate the essence of the individual in the intellect
alone. The mind-soul creates a conceptual barricade from which the god-like character
objectifies and subjectively views all that goes on around her, and even within her. The
mind-soul’s power is so great that it frequently denies a recognition of the character’s
own body, and ultimately its sacramentality. As the body is dismissed, so too is God.
O’Connor brings her characters back to spirituality by making them become painfully
aware of their physicality. When a character catches a glimpse of her body that is
dominated by the mind-soul, she sees its reflection as a corpse. The corpse, the body
without the soul, exemplifies the first layer of signification O’Connor attaches to the body.

The second layer of signification refers to what Saint Thomas ’Aquinas called the
hylomorphic composition, or the whole human identity in the union of the body and the
soul. It could be assumed that after experiencing his moment of grace, the character now
possesses and begins to recognize the existence of a body and soul that earlier was denied.

At various places in her fiction, after grace has been offered to her characters and received



by them, O*Connor makes more explicit the appearance of that second signified body.
Ruby Hill’s ambiguous internal stirring at the end of “A Stroke of Good Fortune,” Francis
Tarwater’s singed eyes and fiery breath, and the penetration of the rising sun’s rays
through Obadiah Elihue Parker’s tattoos and into his soul, are just some examples of how
the second signified body manifests itself in her grace-filled characters. In subsequent
chapters I identify corporeal transformations that signal a unification of body and spirit.
O’Connor also created characters who do not go through a conversion process and yet
signify the body-soul union. These Christ-like figures reflect “the ultimate reality” of the
Incarnation, and notably are often women.® I identify the female characters in O’Connor’s
fiction who participate in what I call a transgender transfiguration, since these women
represent the male identity of Jesus Christ.
O’Connor’s stories are based on medieval biblical aesthetics. In a key passage
from her essay, “The Nature and Aim of Fiction,” O’Connor defined her literary strategy:
The kind of vision the fiction writer needs to have or to develop, in order
to increase the meaning of his story is called anagogical vision, and that is
the kind of vision that is able to see different levels of reality in one image
or situation. The medieval commentators on Scripture found three kinds of
meaning in the literal level of the sacred text: one they called allegorical, in
which one fact pointed to another; one they called tropological, or moral,
which had to do with what should be done; and one they called anagogical,
which had to do with the Divine life and our participation in it. Although

this was a method applied to biblical exegesis, it was also an attitude

8 O’Connor, HB 92.



toward all of creation, and a way of reading nature which included most
possibilities, and I think it is this enlarged view of the human scene that the
fiction writer has to cultivate if he is ever going to write stories that have
any chance of becoming a permanent part of our literature.’
In what follows I examine the medieval roots of O’Connor’s “anagogic vision” of the
human body as evidenced in her fiction. It seems appropriate to approach O’Connor’s
stories with a sensitivity to her respect for anagogy, specifically with the medieval

reverence for corporeality.

Medieval Roots

The medieval religious imagination holds a key to understanding how she aims to
create a Christian art that uses the human body as a means of recognizing God. 1 believe
that O’Connor draws creative inspiration from the Middle Ages in order to counter the
prevailing ethos of nihilism that Nietzsche epitomized with his mad man and the laughing
market people. O’Connor had read Erich Heller’s The Disinherited Mind,"® a book whose
content and title seem to summarize effectively what she called the struggle for the
recognition of mystery’s contact with reality. Years after publishing The Disinherited
Mind, Heller summarized some of its main points in a series of talks, “The Hazard of
Modern Poetry.” One of the main points which he re-emphasized in those talks is that the
end of the Middle Ages marked the end of the kind of anagogic vision which O’Connor

held in high esteem. Heller states:

? O’Connor, MM 72-73.
19 See her letter to Dr. T. R. Spivey on 25 May 1959 (HB 334).



I do suggest that at the end of the Middle Ages there occurred a radical
change in man’s idea of reality, in that complex fabric of unconsciously
held convictions about what is real and what is not . . . For only when the
spiritual is known and felt to be real, can there be a realistic discrimination
between things that claim to be things of the spirit. These men held in their
hands, touching and weighing it, the reality of the infinite; we have merely
its taste . . . They knew the symbol when they saw it; we only see it, and
are left in the dark. For it is merely a symbol and may mean this or that or
nothing on earth.!
In order to penetrate her reader’s lack of sensitivity to the philosophical forces that had
swept them into making what Christina Bieber calls an “illegitimate mental fiat,”
O’Connor presented an anagogic vision based on medieval realism. Although this topic is
not the focus of her dissertation, “The Incarnational Art of Flannery O’Connor,” Bieber
notes in passing that O’Connor’s “view of the artist’s craft has a medieval root,” even
while she “wrote for an audience she knew to be very far from the medieval sensibility.”'?
The double signification that O’Connor imparts to her characters’ bodies derives from the
religious corporeal aesthetic of the later Middle Ages, and allows her to meet the
twentieth-century challenges to a Christian understanding of art.
A central debate in the Middle Ages concerned the kind of tension iconography

created for the viewer. Clergy and laity debated questions such as: Is there a risk of

" Heller, Erich. The Disinherited Mind: Essay in Modern German Literature and Thought, (New York:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1975) 268.

12 Bieber, Christina Marie, The Incarnational Art of Flannery O 'Connor, diss., Emory University, 1999,
233.



idolatry in focusing on a picture or a statue of God? Is there a spiritual vestige in visual
representations of God? How can God be so explicit that I can see Him in an arched
fresco above the altar, in the domed ceiling, or even in the reliquary? From its earliest
reflections on what it means to believe, the Church wrestled with the angel of art. “Even
the great Augustine had to admit that he could not comprehend fully the relationship
between corporeal seeing and spiritual vision,”'* Herbert Kessler notes. An example from
early Church history illustrates one aspect of the dilemma.
Fearing the potential harm that representations of saints had on the laity, the
Bishop of Marseilles ordered the destruction of saints’ portraits. The bishop’s iconoclastic
actions prompted Pope Gregory the Great to respond in a letter as follows:
Word has reached us that you have broken the images of saints with the
excuse that they should not be adored. And indeed we heartily applaud
you for keeping them from being adored, but for breaking them we
reproach you . . . To adore images is one thing, to teach with their help is
another."
By the time the later Middle Ages arrived, the debate had not abated.
In the twelfth to fifteenth centuries religious images, especially of the Crucified
Christ or tortured saints, fed the unprecedented appetite for mediums of somatic piety.
The Black Death and the plethora of corpses it left in its wake awakened the medieval
sensitivity to the meaning of the human body. Questions arose about how earthen vessels

figured into God’s spiritual economy. The viewer of medieval art may have expressed a

** Kessler, Herbert L., Spiritual Seeing: Picturing God'’s Invisibility in Medieval Art (University of
Pennsylvania Press: Philadelphia, 2000) 1.
" qtd. in Kessler 4.



general sentiment like this: “There is God, and His mother, and His saints. And here am
I. We don’t look so different.” As Mitchell B. Merback puts it, “For medieval people, the
experience of seeing and imagining a body that was ravaged and bleeding from tortures
inflicted upon it lay at the center of a constellation of religious doctrines, beliefs and
devotional practices.”"® The polemic of depicting God in the later Middle Ages differed
from Pope Gregory the Great’s reprimand of Bishop Serenus of Marseilles. Gregory and
the bishop’s troubles pivoted around the issue of idolatry, where members of the flock
invested too much of their soul outside of themselves into an external image. In the later
Middle Ages, however, the context of the controversy was not always a matter of the
faithful extending a devotion externally toward the image, but conversely, of people
internalizing the image in an expression of a shared humanity with Christ. The efficacy of
the cult relic drew largely from medieval people’s immediate recognition of a common
condition with the deceased holy man or woman: saint or sinner both possessed a body.
The individual’s body now became a medium, as the religious icon had earlier, for
achieving a communion with God. The external image of God became internalized in a
pious devotion that facilitated the thought of God through self. Unlike the Bishop of
Marseilles who could smash the images of saints to stop the dangerous practices of
idolatry, the late medieval clergy would have to deal instead with an iconoclasm of the
human body.

Flannery O’Connor faced a similar challenge as a twentieth-century artist.

O’Connor argued that the process of internalizing God’s image had gone too far, and with

'S Merback, Mitchell, The Thief; the Cross and the Wheel: Pain and Spectacle of Punishment in Medieval
and Renaissance Europe (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998) 19.
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regrettable results. A main drawback had been an increased emphasis on individual
autonomy that had led to the adoration of the human mind. In her essay, “Novelist and
Believer,” she claimed:
We live in an unbelieving age but one which is markedly and lopsidedly
spiritual. There is one type of modern man who recognizes the spirit in
himself but who fails to recognize a being outside himself whom he can
adore as Creator and Lord; consequently he has become his own ultimate
concern. He says with Swinburne, “Glory to man in the highest, for he is
the master of things.”'®
In order for O’Connor to awaken her readers to a spirituality that comes from an
earlier age, she employs the modern strategy of juxtaposing the past with the present.
While her use of medieval spirituality and the body may have set her approach apart from
that of other modern writers, O’Connor, nevertheless, joined ranks with her
contemporaries who, following the lead of Eliot and Pound, returned to the Middle Ages
for literary inspiration. In his well-known essay, “Tradition and Individual Talent,” T. S.
Eliot explained that “the historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of
the past, but of its presence; the historical sense compels a man to write not merely with
his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of literature . . . has a

simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order.”"” Ezra Pound made a similar

point more succinctly: “All ages are contemporaneous.”'®* More recently,'” Umberto Eco

16 O’Connor, MM 159.
17 Eliot, T. S., Selected Prose, ed. John Hayward (New York: Penguin Books, 1965) 22-23.
'8 pound, Ezra, The Spirit of Romance (London: Peter Owen, 1970) 8.

19 Another notable article that expands upon the residual and parallel effects of the Middle Ages in our
time is Daniel Dombrowski’s essay, “Kazantzakis and the New Middle Ages” (Religion and Literature
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has scrutinized why and how “modern ages have revisited the Middle Ages from the
moment, when, according to historical handbooks, they came to an end.”?® Eco identifies
ten different “Middle Ages,’ one of which is “The Middle Ages of the philosophia
perennis or of neo-Thomism.” I will make no attempt to locate O’Connor in exactly one
of Eco’s categorizations, but her fiction reflects most often an engagement with the
medieval philosophia perennis. In a letter to her fiiend, “A,” in 1958 she writes: “This is
not an age of great Catholic theology. We are living on our capital and it is past time for a
new synthesis. What St. Thomas did for the new learning of the 13th century we are in
bad need for someone to do for the 20th.”?' O’Connor never tried to take up the pen as a
theologian, but she did not hesitate to incorporate Thomist aesthetic principles in her art in
an effort to help people discover “the invisible essence of things,”* as Jacques Maritain
phrased it in A7t and Scholasticism. In a letter to James Farnham, O’ Connor explained
that “the Catholic writer . . . starting from what he sees, and what he is, writes what he

can.” She elaborates, “I presume that if he is deeply Catholic, his theology will be

26.3 [Autumn 1994): 19-32). What find of interest is how Dombrowski explains Kazantzakis® “attitude
toward Marxism or Leninism or communism” as “anticipatory of the new Middle Ages” (25).
Dombrowski points out that in Kazantzakis’s essay, “The Sickness of an Age,” he proclaims his belief in
the the imminent of death of civilization, “but it is only implicit in its enthusiasm for the Middle Ages,”
since in “the childhood of the human race . . . there was no trace of spiritual sickness” because for “simple
people Nature smiles and unfolds in a miraculous way™ (22).

“0 Eco, Umberto, Travels in Hypereality, trans. William Weaver (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1986) 65.

2 O’Connor, HB 306. For a fuller discussion of O’Connor’s participation in medieval philosophia
perennis, see Gary Victory Wheatley Hart’s The Influence of Thomistic Analogy on the Works of Flannery
O 'Connor (diss., University of Southern California, 1984) and Kathy Jean Root Pitts’ The Influence of the
Book of Revelation and Medieval Catholic Theology on the Works of Flannery O 'Connor (diss.,
University of Southern Mississippi, December 1994); Jae-Nam Han’s “O’Connor’s Thomism and the
‘Death of God’ in Wise Blood.”

2 Maritain, Jacques, Art and Scholasticism and The Frontiers of Poetry, trans. Joseph W. Evans (New
York: Scribner, 1962) 29. Maritain paraphrased Saint Thomas Aquinas in the quote above.



12

apparent in his work, but in some more subtle way than the usual Catholic reader is
accustomed to looking for.”

It could be argued that the later Middle Ages presented the anagogic man and
woman in his and her prime. Even if a medieval person could not read James de
Voragine’s The Golden Legend with all its martyred saints, he probably saw various
depictions of Saint Sebastian and Saint Agatha’s torturous deaths, which communicated
that the martyr’s courage could only bear witness to the imminent presence of God,
alongside the macabre reminder that ‘there but by the grace of God goes I.” O’Connor
adopted a similar attitude: everything sensual, everything ‘real,” must bend toward
showing the omnipotent power of God. What is ‘real’ and immediately accessible for
revelation in both her characters and (she hoped) her readers is the human body, the same
subject that captivated the medieval religious and literary imagination.

O’Connor also lamented that “[t]here is another type of modermn man who
recognizes a divine being not in himself, but who does not believe that this being can be
known anagogically or defined dogmatically or received sacramentally.”* Whereas in the
Middle Ages Christ’s humanity and its depictions both in narrative and visual arts reached
out to those seeking to know their God, the modern man cannot perceive a human Christ
bearing His divinity with Him across the two millennium divide. For this type of modern
person, “[s]pirit and matter separated. Man wanders about . . . trying to reach a God he

can’t approach, a God powerless to approach him.”* The question for a believing

- Farnham, James, “Six Unpublished Letters of Flannery O’Connor” Flannery O’Connor Bulletin X11
(Autumn 1983): 63.

24 O’Connor, MM 159.
25 O’ Connor, MM 159.
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modern writer like Flannery O’Connor shapes up like the following: How can I artistically
depict the power of God’s action such that He can shake people out from worshipping
themselves and see the force that shook them? The answer takes the form of a variety of
approaches with one common critical element in all of them: the body. She first has to
have her characters and readers recognize something that has been wrongfully adored, and
to paraphrase Pope Gregory, to teach with the body’s help what should be adored.

The paradox of the O’Connorian body is that it must be ‘real® enough for the
reader (and character) to believe in, but go through such a cataclysmic metamorphosis that
it becomes recognizable in its significant spiritual proportion. On the one hand O’Connor

recognizes that “[t]he fiction writer has to make a whole world believable by making every

aspect of it believable,”*

and on the other hand the writer has to “render his vision so it
can be transferred, as nearly whole as possible, to his reader” knowing that the “problem is
going to be difficult in direct proportion as your beliefs depart from his.”?’ To close the
gap between unbelieving reader and believing writer requires some artistic muscle.
O’Connor gives insight into her literary strength.
When I write a novel in which the central action is a baptism, I am very
well aware that for a majority of my readers, baptism is a meaningless rite,
and so in my novel I have to see that this baptism carries enough awe and

mystery to jar the reader into some kind of emotional recognition of its

significance. To this end I have to bend the whole novel -- its language, its

2 O’Connor, MM 188.
2 O’Connor, MM 162.
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structure, its action. I have to make the reader feel, in his bones if nowhere
else, that something is going on here that counts.®
I examine closely how O’Connor attempts to make her readers feel in their bones
that the human body plays an important role in spiritual seeing. In her fiction we can
detect a nostalgic longing for the Middle Ages when the body had internalized a
spirituality that recognized its limitations and its connectedness to the Divine. Near the
end of Wise Blood when Mrs. Flood admonishes Hazel Motes for his extreme self-
mortification by telling him “People have quit doing it,” he quips back, “They ain’t quit
doing it as long as I’'m doing it.”* But O’Connor didn’t quite share such confidence in
reconstituting through literature a spirituality that has long been defunct.
I don’t believe that we shall have great religious fiction until we have again
that happy combination of believing artists and believing society. Until that
time, the novelist will have to do the best he can in travail with the world
he has. He may find in the end that instead of reflecting the image at the
heart of things, he has only reflected our broken condition and, through it,
the face of the devil we are possessed by. This is a modest achievement,
but perhaps a necessary one.*’
Through her modern depictions of the human body, she revives what may have been an
overdone medieval somatic piety, to fill in the elision that came to be called “the lost

God.” “Distortion in this case is an instrument,” O’Connor explains. “Exaggeration has a

% O’Connor, MM 162.

¥ O’Connor, Flannery, Collected Works: Wise Blood, A Good Man Is Hard To Find, The Violent Bear It
Away, Everything That Rises Must Converge, Stories and Occasional Prose, Letters (New York: Literary
Classics of the United States, 1988) 127.

* O’Connor, MM 168.
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purpose, and the whole structure of the story or novel has been made what it is because of

£n3!

belie In her stories, God and humanity touch each other. Even if she has to pull the

arm out of the socket, O’Connor will see to it.

The Critical Body Among a Body of Critics

O’Connor’s fictional works revitalized a corporeal aesthetic that had been buried
since the Middle Ages. Although I do not aim to show the extent of her considerable
knowledge of medieval religion and philosophy,* I recognize that both medieval and
contemporary writers conditioned her ability to practice her “habit of art,”* a term she
borrows from Jacques Maritain, who explicated Saint Thomas Aquinas. While authors
like Maritain and Gilson reinforced her Catholic sense of medieval Christian realism,
O’Connor’s appreciation for the Middle Ages included its exaggerated examples of
somatic piety, an element that most likely would not have resonated with Maritain and
Gilson. Although he does not address in detail her use of the fictional body, George
Kilcourse makes the case in Flannery O 'Connor’s Religious Imagination that her
characters animate religious concepts. Kilcourse writes, “As a theologian I gravitate to
Flannery O’Connor’s fiction because she personifies the way in which the imagination

theologizes.™* 1 contend that O’Connor writes from a position that links itself to

*! O’Connor, MM 162.

*2 A plethora of evidence shows that O’Connor had a strong affinity with medieval religious thought. For
example, her dedication to reading Saint Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologica (O’Connor: “I read (the
Summaj for about twenty minutes every night before I go to bed” (HB 93); the summary of writings that
cither allude or directly engage the Middle Ages (like her review of Etienne Gilson’s Reason and
Revelation in the Middle Ages); and the literary critical corpus on her work has firmly established her
interest in medieval religious thought and philosophy.

** O’Connor, MM 101.

 Kilcourse, George A, It., Flannery O'Connor’s Religious Imagination: A World With Everything Off
Balance (New York: Paulist Press, 2001) 10.
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Catholic orthodoxy, and therefore I can locate myself in one of Marshall Bruce Gentry’s
“four critical schools” of O’Connor scholarship* in the company of many critics like
Carter Martin, Kathleen Feeley, and (to update the list) George Kilcourse Jr. However, in
achieving her artistic and religious triumph, O’Connor takes on what she perceives as her
non-believing audience by presenting to them characters almost in a looking-glass world
who signify everything that is against her Catholic orthodoxy. I hope to show that the
double signification of O’Connor’s fictional bodies plays both sides of the struggle, and
therefore can give insight into how critics can argue from the premises akin to Gentry’s
three other critical schools: one that “denies the realization of theological content;” one
that believes O’Connor takes an “overly harsh” religious position; and one that aligns her
imagination with the “demonic.”*® But from my perspective, these three other critical
schools only make half of the argument; their analysis stops at the first signified body. I
can see how they can take such a limited analytical approach since the characters in
O’Connor’s stories walk a fine line between belief and nonbelief, God and the Devil. To
resign, however, O’Connor’s imagination to a place distant from her own Catholic beliefs,
is to miss half of her anagogic vision, that is so firmly rooted in religious understanding.
O’Connor knew just how ambiguous her stories were. In her second novel, The Violent
Bear It Away, an atheistic school teacher, who epitomizes a spiritually-sterile culture,
attempts to rescue his nephew from the influence of the boy’s great-uncle, a backwoods
preacher. We can sense just how closely O’Connor walked the line between the atheistic

modern vision and the religious belief that informed and formed her art, when she writes

*5 Gentry, Marshall Bruce, Flannery O 'Connor’s Religion of the Grotesque (Jackson: University Press of
Mississipi, 1986) 3.
% Gentry 3.
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to John Hawkes in 1959, “I fear that many of my readers will feel sorry for the school
teacher, but the old man speaks for me.”*’ According to Kilcourse, she was quoted as
saying, “I can wait fifty years, a hundred years, for [The Violent Bear It Away] to be

understood.”®

In The Art and Vision of Flannery O 'Connor, Robert Brinkmeyer, drawing from
Mikhail Bakhtin’s discussion of the dialogic and monologic artist, sees O’Connor as a
gutsy risk taker when conveying her Roman Catholic belief. The dialogic artist opens
herself up to insights outside of her own entrenched system of belief. “At some deep
level,” Brinkmeyer states, “the artist’s encounter with the art is an encounter with the
otherness of the artist’s muiti-voiced self™° In contrast, the monologic artist sees herself
as “the sole possessor of truth and vision rather than merely one consciousness among
many in a multi-voiced world of equal and fully signified consciousness.”’ Brinkmeyer
cites O’Connor’s comments on art from her letters and especially her essay, “Novelist and
Believer,” to conclude that her struggle was to create a dialogue between her monologic

Christian voice and the non-believing world’s cacophony.

37 O’Connor, HB 350. Both in her correspondence and essays, O’Connor expresses her distress over her
nonbelieving audience. One particular excerpt from a letter I believe epitomizes her frustration. To her
friend, “A” in October 1958: *“I suppose what bothers us so much about writing about the return of
modern people to a sense of the Holy Spirit is that the religious sense seems to be bred out of them in the
kind of society we’ve lived in since the 18th century” (5B 299-300).

38 qtd in Kilcourse, Religious Imagination 11. Another example how O’Connor was conscious of her
fiction’s “misinterpretation’ is found in a letter O’Connor wrote on 21 May 1959 to Cecil Dawkins: “I
can’t remember if 1 told you what Jesse Stuart said to a friend of mine after I had read “A Good Man Is
Hard to Find” -- at Vanderbilt. He said he didn’t know why I ended it that way. Didn’t I realize the
audience identified with the grandmother. [ should have kept it going until the cops got there and saved
the grandmother!” (B 333-334).

3% Brinkmeyer, Robert H., Jr., The Art and Vision of Flannery O 'Connor (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 1989) 17.

S Brinkmeyer, Art and Vision 17.
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As a Catholic writer who saw her reading audience and the age itself as
predominately secular and without faith, Flannery O’Connor certainly felt
the temptation to impose her vision monologically upon others rather than
open herself in her art to dialogic encounters that would explore and
enlarge her consciousness. At the same time she was profoundly aware
that such monologism was fatal to great art, and indeed she saw much
fiction by Catholic writers, particularly American Catholics, as flawed in
this way.*!
I agree with Brinkmeyer that O’Connor’s dialogic imagination conversed with two very
opposing states of consciousness, and I further make the connection that these beliefs and
doubts manifest themselves in how Flannery O’Connor depicts the human body. John F.
Desmond in Risen Sons: Flannery O’Connor'’s Vision of History acknowledges that
O’Connor was influenced by Claude Tresmontant’s A Study of Hebrew Thought, and that
she held to his dismissal of dualism by the integrity of the word “flesh” meaning “body and
soul.” Because I see O’Connor’s imagination as dialogic and her use of the human body
as an element of that characteristic, I disagree with Desmond’s assessment that she
evaded dualism by creating characters of one signified flesh that assumes body and soul.
In my interpretation, O’Connor participates in the idea of dualism by her anagogic
signification of the spiritually-dead body. She identified herself as a “Catholic peculiarly
possessed of a modern consciousness.””? T argue that she does not relinquish her faith in

order to engage aspects of modern life, but instead brings to the forefront what she called

! Brinkmeyer, Art and Vision 18.
2 O’Connor, HB 90.
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a “conflict between two sets of eyes . . . which cannot be settled beforehand by theory or
fiat or faith.”** Hedda Ben-Basset has recognized how O’Connor possessed a dual vision
which informed her rhetorical techniques. I also discover O’Connor ‘“harnessing this
double vision,* but I examine its manifestation in her corporeal aesthetics. Using the
body to represent the soul-depleting effects of dualism, her fiction’s denouement
consistently reunites the body and soul.

Desmond contends that examining her art through a metaphysical lens means to
look at “every specific object, every specific event . . . as a way of understanding their
significance,”* and here I agree with Desmond to the point of focusing my argument on
what I believe is the most important “specific object” of her art: the human body. While
other critics have also noted that O’Connor stresses physicality in order to communicate a
spiritual message, few have taken the human body in O’Connor’s fiction as the dominant
focus of literary investigation.*® O’Connor’s literary critics have investigated the
implications of pain, linked her style with the medieval grotesque, and some have
explained her treatment of the human body in this literary context. But none, thus far,

have provided a detailed examination of how the human body consistently signifies

3 O’Connor, MM 180.

 Ben-Bassat, Hedda, “Flannery O’Connor’s Double Vision.” Literature and Theology 11.2 (June 1997):
185.

“* Desmond, John, Risen Sons: Flannery O’Connor’s Vision of History (Athens, Georgia: The University
of Georgia Press, 1987) 8.

“¢ Two noteworthy investigations of the body in O’Connor’s fiction include Christina Marie Bieber and
Debra Lynn Thorton’s 1999 dissertations. In The Incarnational Art of Flannery O 'Connor: Grace and
the Body in A Good Man is Hard to Find (diss., University of New Mexico, 1999), Thorton classifies the
grace dispensed in O’Connor’s first collection of short stories according to four categories: The Direct
Hit, The Unwitting Encounter, Grace Rejected, Grace of Innocents. Thorton keeps her distance from the
Middle Ages, and strives to show O’Connor’s Catholicism is present in the dispensation of actual grace
and its effects on the characters’ bodies. Bicber, in 7The Incarnational Art of Flannery O ’Connor, presents
an excellent discussion of O’Connor’s rationale for using the physical to communicate the spiritual, but

like Thorton, she does not recognize O’Connor’s characterization within a medieval religious corporeal
aesthetic.
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a vestigial medieval spirituality. Most critical studies of her stories place them within the
framework of Mikhail Bakhtin’s observations about the grotesque body in medieval
literature.”’” Anthony Di Renzo, for example, examines the human body from the
Bakhtinian point of view in Chapter 5 of his book, American Gargoyles: Flannery

O 'Connor and the Medieval Grotesque. Di Renzo draws the reader’s attention to the
ways in which O’Connor parallels the medieval fabliau, especially its grotesque elements,
in a handful of short stories.

Most often the work of Mikhail Bakhtin inspires scholars to make the connection
between O’Connor and the stories of Rabelais, Chaucer or Giovanni Boccacio. Anthony
Di Renzo follows this critical tradition. Although the underpinnings of his argument are
not overtly religious, Di Renzo’s interpretation of the human body in O’Connor’s stories
has some parallels to my argument for a double corporeal signification. Using insights
from Bakhtin, Di Renzo asserts:

The grotesque body, in the medieval tradition always exceed limitations
without transcending its matenality . . . . The human body is never one

body; it is always two or more. It is a body in conjunction, in transition,
constantly shedding and taking on attributes, not something solitary and

still that has reached a state of changeless perfection in eternity.**

T Mikhail Bakhtin becomes central not only for Di Renzo’s argument, but also Brinkmeyer’s Art and
Vision, Christine Bieber’s The Incarnational Art of Flannery O 'Connor, and Marshall Bruce Gentry’s The
Religion of the Grotesque and “The Eye vs. The Body: Individual and Communal Grotesquerie in Wise
Blood,” Modern Fiction Studies 28:3 (Autumn 1982): 487-493.

“8 Di Renzo, Anthony, American Gargoyles: Flannery O’Connor and the Medieval Grotesque
(Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois Univeristy Press, 1993) 67.
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Quoting Bakhtin, Di Renzo locates the body “in immediate proximity to birth or death.” I
embrace a significant portion of this vision of the body’s duality; the notion that “[i]t is
dying and as yet unfinished”” complements my suggestion that there is a metaphoric body
that must die and one that must be reborn. Indeed I also see “the body [standing] on the
threshold of the grave and the crib,” but in my interpretation of O’Connor’s Incamational
art, there is only one signified body that will remain. Bakhtin’s claim that “the two bodies

e’ »49

unite to form one™” is an impossibility in the world of O’Connor’s fiction because the first

signified body is the body that rejects the soul. Her fictional human bodies provide the
medium to communicate the progression and conclusion of a spiritual struggle. Ona
somatic battlefield the conflict is between a self-made god and the Creator, and the stakes
are for the recognition of the rightful place of human soul in the order of Creation. I trace
the various elements of O’Connor’s characters’ spiritual-somatic battles in the five
chapters of this dissertation.

In Chapter One, “O’Connor’s Evolution of the Thomist ‘Good Man’: The First
Signified Body’s Aristotelian Genesis,” I explain the philosophical power that ‘creates’ the
spiritually-dead metaphoric body, and discuss how such a body manifests itself in
O’Connor’s fiction with its five attributes. For reasons that I detail in the first chapter, I
call the first signified body the hupokeimenon. The hupokeimenon is 1) pure form (eidos)
2) representative of a false “Prime Mover’ 3) the voice of culture 4) masculine and 5) not
able to know itself. I have dedicated individual chapters for the full discussion of some of
the attributes, specifically the body’s inability to know itself (Ch. 2), the character as a

false ‘Prime Mover’ (Ch. 3), and the body’s masculinity (Ch. 4). In the first chapter I give

** Di Renzo 68.
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a substantial introduction to all the concepts, expanding on certain elements like the
medieval gendering of the body and soul and O’Connor’s character’s participation in what
I call a Heraclitian vision, to lend support to my argument that the body signities the self-
deified character’s state of spiritual death. All five attributes contribute to an identity that
is represented in O’Connor’s stories as a corpse.

In Chapter Two, “Count My Bones: The Resurrection of Medieval Corpses in
Flannery O’Connor’s Fiction,” I explain how the American author’s imagination draws
from four major considerations of the medieval corpse to effect what I call her cult of the
unholy relic. O’Connor can make a bodily relic from two sources: 1) the body of a
“living corpse” -- that is a living character who reflects the grace-destined character’s
hupokeimenon and 2) the literal corpses that appear in her stories. I call the former “living
corpse,” the “reflective corpse.” As the fifth attribute of the hupokeimenon maintains, the
character cannot know himself unless his image is projected away from himself.
Characters in stories like “The Comforts of Home,” The Violent Bear It Away, Wise
Blood, “Judgment Day,” “The Enduring Chill,” “The Displaced Person,” “A Late
Encounter with the Enemy” engage their own state of spiritual death in the image of either
a reflective or literal corpse. The corpse, representative of an unholy relic, signifies the
character’s sin of self-idolatry. O’Connor frequently identifies such a vision as an integral
step in her character’s progression toward redemption. Another key step involves the
character’s feet.

In Chapter Three, “Pié Fermo and the Mind-soul: O’Connor’s Limping Pilgrim,”

I locate the mind-soul as a part of the body, the foot. Such a concretization of the
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abstract suggests that O’Connor’s painful dispensation of grace has a consistent physical
target. In nearly every story, before characters can receive grace, they have to get their
feet off the ground. The Middle Ages worked from many different angles the idea of
‘getting one’s soul-feet off the ground’ as a prerequisite for a spiritual conversion. Plato,
Aristotle, Saints Augustine, Gregory the Great, Bonaventure, and Thomas Aquinas all
took their turns at explicating the sou/-foot metaphor. In this third chapter I establish how
the foot signified the soul in medieval thought, and how O’Connor connected to that
particular theological aesthetic in her treatment of the mind-soul.

The fourth chapter, “‘Jesus Another Woman’: O’Connor’s Transgender
Transfigurations,” shifts the focus to the second signified body as it is especially
represented in the Incarnation. I attempt to show how agents of grace appear in
O’Connor’s stories as female Christ-figures. Like the reflected corpse that I discussed in
Chapter Two, and the feet that leave the ground and suffer physical wounds that I
discussed in Chapter Three, the transgender transfiguration is yet another corporeal signal
that the character’s spiritual birth is about to happen. Also like the ‘living corpse,’ the
relic cult, and the foot-soul metaphor, which all have their origins strongly linked to the
religion of the Middle Ages, the idea of Christ as a woman was a prevalent theme in the
religious imagination and mystical visions of medieval saints. In Chapter Four I re-
introduce the traditional notion of God’s maternity in connection to O’Connor’s
characterization of Tough Mothers, Suffering Mothers, and Tender Mothers. Through

female Christ-like characters -- and in a special case with the hermaphrodite in “A Temple
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of the Holy Ghost™ -- O’Connor guides her characters to an understanding of God’s real
presence through the Body of Christ.

The final chapter, “Julian of Norwich and O. E. Parker in ‘One Wondrous
Volume,’” engages the one story of O’Connor’s that has a character who carries a
continual exaggerated consciousness of the human body, “Parker’s Back.” In her other
stories the body becomes recognized in particular scenes or because of some extreme
event, but in “Parker’s Back,” the spotlight is almost continually on the body and its
implications that it is Parker’s flesh, rather than a mind-soul, that keeps him distant from
God. I argue that Parker’s mind-soul dominates his obsession with his flesh, because the
mind-soul denies the significance of his body. In other words, Parker invests his identity
in a picture, an object of art, and his pursuit in filling up his flesh with tattooed images
ultimately threatens to turn himself into an object of art. He hopes to substantiate his
existence through his creative dealings with his own skin, yet the effect completely
reverses his expectations. Parker’s identity begins to vaporize as he loses more and more
space on his flesh. Because his mind-soul keeps his body at an objectified distance,
suspended from its sacred reality, Parker fails to see himself created in the image of God,
with a body and a soul. When he decides to put a picture of Christ on his back, his
decision follows the course set by his earlier tattoos; this final project symbolizes the
objectification of God. We can consider Parker’s actions as being in league with the
prevalent nihilistic culture. If Parker can get his wife to recognize God grafted unto
himself, then Parker would prove the aspiration to have the individual take the place of

God in the great chain of being. But it turns out that God is not dead, and cannot be
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objectified like Parker’s other tattoos. Christ’s suffering image becomes intimately spliced
with Parker’s such that the Body of Christ becomes nearly indistinguishable between
signified and signifier. I believe this is the quintessential story in which O’Connor uses the
body to make her characters recognize the existence of God. O. E. Parker discovers God
not in spite of his body, but because of it. God’s image strips away Parker’s mind-soul,
and leaves behind his true self. Because of Parker’s unique corporeal vision of himself, his
conversion has some different corporeal signals prior to his moment of grace, but these
stages, nonetheless, are rooted in a medieval religious somatic epistemology.

The short story exhibits three other characteristics, which find their full bloom in
the medieval religious thought: 1) the stigmata 2) what Mitchell B. Merback calls “the
experiential continuity” between image and the medieval viewer of pictures of Christ and
3) the three ways of knowing God as outlined by Julian of Norwich. Julian suggests one
can know Christ through “bodily sight, . . . words formed in my understanding, and . . .
spiritual sight.”*® Parker comes to know God and himself through the epistemological
evolution described by Julian of Norwich. Parker’s concentration on his tattooed body
prepares him to read the mysterious stigmata of his flesh. The word formed in his
understanding, “Go Back,” is repeated over and over in the context of his contact with the
particular portrait of Christ that he chose as his body’s final tattoo. Through the image of
Christ, Parker participates in a pious tradition stretching back to the Middle Ages that
allowed viewers of religious art (notably Julian of Norwich) to achieve a communion with

God. In the medieval imagination, God’s image, even though it could be represented in a

* Julian of Norwich, Revelations of Divine Love, trans. Elizabeth Spearing (New York: Penguin, 1998)
11 [ST ch.8}.
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picture, could never be completely objectified. The viewer understood well that a picture
of God possessed a potential power to transform his soul. As Merback points out in the
special case of the stigmata and the artistic rendering of Christ’s wounds, “meditatio
became imitatio.”®' O’Connor drew on this rich tradition in large part to counter
Nietzsche’s famous proclamation. In her stories, various attempts to kill God and deify
the self end in repeated failure. It rarely seems enough for O’Connor’s characters even to
conceptualize God. In sometimes painful ways, they come to feel in their bones, through

an unmerited favor granted by an external agent, what it is like to be truly divinized.

T Merback 226.
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Chapter 1

O’Connor’s Evolution of the Thomist “Good Man”: The First Signified Body’s
Aristotelian Genesis

In this chapter I examine closely how O’Connor’s characters possess a body that
signifies their state of spiritual death. Although each character animates only one
corporeal vessel, the composition of limbs, face, and blood signifies the effect of the
character’s self-deification. O’Connor’s characters displace the mystery of their soul with
a presumptuous confidence in their mind’s ability to understand themselves, the world, and
ultimately, the notion of God. Dominated by a mind-soul, the character separates spirit
and matter; his inflated intellect swallows up spirituality. Under the invisible spell of
nihilistic dualism, the character hubristically denies the human body’s union with a soul.
The paradox is that the first signified body is animated by a pure mind-soul that thinks of
itself as endowed with a god-like autonomy. Disillusioned about its own importance, the
mind-soul willfully ignores the flesh’s stamp of human authenticity, and confidently
functions under the assumption that the body is merely extraneous to its existence, and
constitutes nothing more than a dead weight. When characters catch a glimpse of their
spiritually dead body they see the reflection of a corpse.

In order to show how the body implicitly communicates the character’s soulless
condition, I first need to explain the power that divides her characters. O’Connor was
influenced by writers like Claude Tresmontant, Jacques Maritain, Etienne Gilson, William
Lynch, and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, who exposed the spiritually depleting effects of

Descartes’ dualism upon the modern consciousness. The following discussion engages the
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ideas espoused by these writers along with the insights of various O’Connor scholars. My
goal is to track down how O’Connor’s characters come to possess a mind-soul that
reflects, in her view, the nonspiritual disposition of her contemporary society. After
establishing the point that her characters function according to a limited vision that
separates the physical from the spiritual, I address the five characteristics of the first
signified body. This body is 1) pure form (eidos) 2) representative of the false Prime
Mover 3) the voice of culture 4) masculine and 5) not able to know itself These
characteristics highlight situations in O’Connor’s fiction that accentuate the body’s
exemplification of the character’s dualistic vision. I illustrate each characteristic with
examples from O’Connor’s short stories and her two novels. I contend that these five
characteristics appear consistently throughout her fiction, and to conclude the chapter I
show how one can detect all five characteristics in a single story, “A Stroke of Good
Fortune.” Yet, before I can explain how the first characteristic -- the body as pure form --
can have any relevance to the character’s spiritually dead condition, I must establish from

the outset the spiritually degenerative effect of the mind-soul.

The ‘illegitimate mental fiat’

Here is how I summarize what can be a rather complex discussion on the evolution
of the mind-soul. Descartes’ cogito ergo sum accomplishes a division between mind and
body, and then through other philosophical suggestions -- most especially Nietzsche’s
nihilism -~ the mind attains an elevated potency, indeed an omnipotence. The mind

becomes the soul, the very essence of being. The body is marginalized, sometimes even



29

completely discarded from consideration. The promoted mind, now enthroned in a
position of objectifying power, is prepared to heed Nietzsche’s call for Higher Men, men
who can keep God and humanity at a distance. From inside a self-erected mental fortress,
the person can manipulate the reality of his world. One of the key manipulative actions
divides mystery from matter, the spiritual from the physical. Such a division seems quite
‘natural’ since the mind-soul has already usurped the place of the soul in relation to the
body.

I want to stress an important point that distinguishes my approach from the
argument that O’Connor’s characters struggle within a Manichaean paradigm, where they
must search for the spiritual good at the expense of the evil flesh. The dualistic power that
I see controlling her characters does not stem from the Manichean view that matter is evil,
but as Robert Brinkmeyer and M. A. Klug have affirmed from various critical
perspectives, O’Connor’s characters suffer from Descartes’ classical dualism that
separated the mind from the body. Brinkmeyer makes the distinction between the
Cartesian worshipped consciousness and the Manichaean split of spirit and flesh.”> Klug
splices these two concepts as the “Manichean urge to escape from material creation to
take up residence in the purely spiritual realm of one’s mind.”** Descartes’ philosophy,
albeit unintentionally, lends itself to the first step of Manichean division -- the separation

of matter and spirit. Although Descartes does not make a moral judgment on matter, his

52 Brinkmeyer, Robert, “Jesus, Stab Me in the Heart!’: Wise Blood, Wounding, and Sacramental
Acsthetics,” New Essays on “Wise Blood”, ed. Michael Kreyling (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1995): 74, 84.

3 Klug, M. A. “Flannery O’Connor and the Manichean Spirit of Modernism” (Southern Humanities
Review 17 (1983): 304
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division of the mind from the body opened up the way for a much greater spiritual
infection: the deification of the intellect.

While I agree with Brinkmeyer and Klug’s identification of O’Connor’s
sacramental vision, and acknowledge O’Connor’s own apologetics for such a vision,
which she articulates in her essay “Catholic Novelists and Their Readers,” I believe that
we must be careful in our use of the term “Manichaean.” I am not persuaded that
O’Connor’s sacramental vision hopes to nullify only the idea of matter as evil. In
O’Connor’s own essays and the critical dialogue about her work, there appears to be some
ambiguity about the term “Manichaean.” Often, it seems to me, the term is employed to
refer primarily to a division of matter and spirit, which I argue in more detail later, is
analogous to the step taken by Descartes when he separates mind from body in his
Meditations. O’Connor, herself, seems to adhere to this partial interpretation of the
Manichean position. In her letter to Dr. T. R. Spivey, 30 November 1959, she wrote:
“When the Spirit and the flesh are separated in theological thinking, the result is some
form of Manicheism.”* This not to say that O’Connor did not understand the
Manichaean contempt for the flesh and all matter, but rather to suggest that what appears
to be driving the issue is the division between spirit and matter. The issue of O’Connor’s
understanding of Manichaeism has very recently been brought to the forefront by George
Kilcourse in Flannery O 'Connor’s Religious Imagination. With respect to O’Connor’s
understanding of herself as an “unashamedly Catholic fiction writer,” Kilcourse references
William Lynch’s strongly influential 1954 essay, “Theology and Imagination.” In this

essay Lynch describes two opposing theologies: “(1) the christological, as expressed in

54 O’Connor, HB 360.
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the “Christic’ imagination; [and] (2) the Manichaean, or ‘non-Christic’ imagination.”*’
According to Lynch, one, if not the most significant, attribute of Manicheaeism is its non-
analogical aspect that resists seeing multiple layers of reality and significance. In this
interpretation, Manichaeism directly opposes the anagogic vision that employs analogy as
a way of imparting a christological vision of the world. Lynch writes:
For our present purposes, we may roughly and initially describe the
analogical as that habit of perception which sees that different levels of
being are also somehow one and can therefore be associated in the same
image, in the same and single act of perception . . . . We may lump
together under the word “manichaean” all those habits of perception which
instinctively dissociate, which dispose levels of being in a relationship of
hostility or complete otherness.
Accordingly, my analysis does not touch on the issue of whether O’Connor depicts matter
as evil in her stories. Instead her anagogic vision provides a lens through which the human
body can be seen as something very corrupt, not in and of itself, but on account of its god-
like status. In this dualistic vision, the divinization of the mind-soul/body allows the

individual to look down at everything in the universe as being inferior to it.*’

55 Kilcourse, Religious Imagination 112, 113.

% qtd. in Kilcourse Religious Imagination 114.

57 In an endnote, Kilcourse addresses Frederick Asals’ argument in Flannery O 'Connor: The Imagination
of Extremity, which explains O’Connor’s engagment of Manicheanism with doubles using what Asals
calls her “dualistic imagination™ and “dualities.” Since I interpret O’Connor’s imagination working from
the anagogic and analogical guidelines which Lynch stressed in “Theology and Imagination” and Christ
and Apolio, I do not find my analysis gravitating, as Kilcourse says of Asals’ interpretation, “toward the
Manichaean disease against which Lynch cautions us” (318, n#46). Asals never references Lynch’s work
in his argument.



32

Robert Brinkmeyer recognizes self-deification as an opponent to what he calls
O’Connor’s “sacramental aesthetics.” When he refers to the Manichaean split between
spirit and matter, he assumes that such a split occurs along the lines of good and evil.
However, he also locates the worship of one’s own consciousness as an element of the
“Manichean temptation.” Brinkmeyer qualifies his argument when he recognizes that the
violence in O’Connor’s fiction is not targeted at evil flesh of Manichaeans but Descartes’
worship of consciousness:
The modern consciousness, O’Connor knew well, utterly devalues all
existence outside itself in its radical subjectification of reality; with God
dead, or at least entirely absent, consciousness becomes the god to be
worshipped. J. Hillis Miller calls this drastic turn inward “nihilism,”
because it collapses the world into nothingness of consciousness when
consciousness becomes the foundation of everything.” Such was the
temptation for anyone living in the modern world.*®

And later with respect to the violence in The Violent Bear It Away he admits:
While the significance of the world disappears in these violent acts, they
nonetheless do not point toward a Manichean split between matter and
spirit; rather, in shattering the character’s Cartesian worship of
consciousness, they return the characters violently to their bodies into

which the divine has somehow penetrated.*

*8 Brinkmeyer, “Jesus Stab™ 74.
* Brinkmeyer, “Jesus Stab” 84.
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Brinkmeyer defines the violence O’Connor’s characters suffer as a “sacramental
wounding,” an infusion of God. Drawing on Lynch’s distinction between the analogical
christologic vision and the one-dimensional non-spiritual vision of Manichaeism, I discover
a link between Descartes’ classical dualism and the use of the term “Manichaeism™ by
critics like Brinkmeyer.

Descartes stressed that thought is the essence of human existence, thereby making
the physical world inferior to the mind’s activity. Likewise, Manichaeans perceived the
physical world as inferior to what they believed is the true essence of life, the spirit. The
inferiority of the flesh resonates with both Cartesians and Manichaeans, and subsequently
the mind and spirit discover their own type of confluence. Therefore, when O’Connor
depicts violence against the flesh in her fiction, it is not to render the body more inferior,
but to elevate it back to a level on par with the mind or the spirit. In terms of my
discussion, O’Connor launches an attack against the body so as to break the devotion of
her characters to their own mind-soul. Characters who suffer “sacramental woundings”
(to use Brinkmeyer’s term) recognize the frue source of being, which from O’Connor’s
perspective can only be God. Karl Barth explained such an epistemological
transformation when he translated Cogitor, ergo sum, as “I am thought of, therefore I
am.” Barth concluded, “God is then true in this cogifor, this “being thought of’ (by God),
and all men in their cogitare, with their self-thinking, are liars.”*

Brinkmeyer counters Josephine Hendin’s argument that “by burying the
transcendent in the body O’Connor destroys the realm of the spirit.” He asserts that

““actually the violent wounding in her fiction brings that realm into the body to enrich and

% Barth, Karl, The Resurrection of the Dead, trans. H. J. Stenning (New York: Amo Press, 1977) 46.
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transfigure -- that is if the characters accept this action of grace.” Both views, I think,
have some merit. Hendin is right in that O’Connor buries the seemingly transcendent in
the body, and Brinkmeyer is right in saying that violent wounds allow for the body to be
transfigured into the image of God. I can reconcile these two positions because [
recognize (as Brinkmeyer and Desmond did as well) that O’Connor’s target is not the evil
flesh, but the Cartesian idolatry of consciousness, what I call the mind-soul. Hendin’s
‘embodied transcendence’ is not the Christian soul, as she assumes, but the worshipped
consciousness of the mind-soul. Brinkmeyer’s description of O’Connor’s violent
dispensation of grace, identifies the first layer of the character’s anagogic identity, the first
spiritually dead signified body that has been corrupted by the mind-soul. O’Connor
triumphs over Manichaeism by endowing her characters with an analogous body that
possesses a double layer of signification. Her anagogic vision allows for the body to be
the medium through which the deified consciousness is attacked, not because she panders
to the Manichean split, but because she embraces Lynch’s belief in the power of an
anagogic, analogical vision that overcomes the Manichean one-dimensional approach. In
her review of Lynch’s Christ and Apollo: The Dimensions of the Literary Imagination,
O’Connor says of the anagogical vision: “This is the Catholic way of reading nature as
well as scripture and leaves open the most possibilities to be found in the actual.”™? The
body’s double signification allows O’Connor to target the mind-soul and carry out her
spiritual surgery through the corrupt body to which the mind-soul has given its particular

signification of death. O’Connor’s godlike characters, according to M. A. Klug, always

! Brinkmeyer, “Jesus Stab” 84.
62 Zuber, Leo J., comp., The Presence of Grace and Other Book Reviews by Flannery O ’Connor, ed.
Carter W. Martin (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1983) 47.
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set out to create their own souls. It is the abysmal failure of such attempts, I argue, that
O’Connor foregrounds in her fiction.

Klug, like Brinkmeyer, locates this soul-creative act within the context of a
“Manichean urge to escape reality.”®* Also like Brinkmeyer, Klug seems to gravitate
toward an argument that runs counter to the issue of a good spirit versus evil matter.
According to Klug, O’Connor’s characters strive to establish their uniqueness by going
beyond morality, other people, and even God. This type of idolatry arises t'fom the
character’s desires to secure a god-like isolation. Like Hazel Motes’ contradictory
Church without Christ, each person is call