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*** 

The history of American literature stretches across more than 400 years. It can be divided into 

five major periods, each of which has unique characteristics, notable authors, and 

representative works. 

 

 The Colonial and Early National Period (17th century to 1830) 

The first European settlers of North America wrote about their experiences starting in the 

1600s. This was the earliest American literature: practical, straightforward, often derivative of 

literature in Great Britain, and focused on the future. 

In its earliest days, during the 1600s, American literature consisted mostly of practical 

nonfiction written by British settlers who populated the colonies that would become the United 

States. 

John Smith wrote histories of Virginia based on his experiences as an English explorer and a 

president of the Jamestown Colony. These histories, published in 1608 and 1624, are among the 

earliest works of American literature. 

Nathaniel Ward and John Winthrop wrote books on religion, a topic of central concern in 

colonial America. 

Anne Bradstreet’s The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America (1650) may be the earliest 

collection of poetry written in and about America, although it was published in England. 

A new era began when the United States declared its independence in 1776, and much new 

writing addressed the country’s future. American poetry and fiction were largely modeled on 

what was being published overseas in Great Britain, and much of what American readers 

consumed also came from Great Britain. 

The Federalist Papers (1787–88), by Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and John Jay, shaped 

the political direction of the United States. 

https://www.britannica.com/editor/JE-Luebering/6492
https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Smith-British-explorer
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Nathaniel-Ward
https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Winthrop-American-colonial-governor
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Anne-Bradstreet
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Alexander-Hamilton-United-States-statesman
https://www.britannica.com/biography/James-Madison
https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Jay
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Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography, which he wrote during the 1770s and ’80s, told a 

quintessentially American life story. 

Phillis Wheatley, an African woman enslaved in Boston, wrote the first African American book, 

Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral (1773). Philip Freneau was another notable poet 

of the era. 

The first American novel, The Power of Sympathy by William Hill Brown, was published in 1789. 

Olaudah Equiano’s autobiography, The Interesting Narrative (1789), was among the earliest 

slave narratives and a forceful argument for abolition. 

By the first decades of the 19th century, a truly American literature began to emerge. Though 

still derived from British literary tradition, the short stories and novels published from 1800 

through the 1820s began to depict American society and explore the American landscape in an 

unprecedented manner. 

Washington Irving published the collection of short stories and essays The Sketch Book of 

Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. in 1819–20. It included “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” and “Rip Van 

Winkle,” two of the earliest American short stories. 

James Fenimore Cooper wrote novels of adventure about the frontiersman Natty Bumppo. These 

novels, called the Leatherstocking Tales (1823–41), depict his experiences in the American 

wilderness in both realistic and highly romanticized ways. 

 

 The Romantic Period (1830 to 1870) 

Romanticism is a way of thinking that values the individual over the group, the subjective over 

the objective, and a person’s emotional experience over reason. It also values the wildness of 

nature over human-made order. Romanticism as a worldview took hold in western Europe in the 

late 18th century, and American writers embraced it in the early 19th century. 

Edgar Allan Poe most vividly depicted, and inhabited, the role of the Romantic individual—a 

genius, often tormented and always struggling against convention—during the 1830s and up to 

his mysterious death in 1849. 

Poe invented the modern detective story with “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” (1841). 

The poem “The Raven” (1845) is a gloomy depiction of lost love. Its eeriness is intensified by its 

meter and rhyme scheme. 

The short stories “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839) and “The Cask of Amontillado” (1846) 

are gripping tales of horror. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Benjamin-Franklin
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Phillis-Wheatley
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Philip-Freneau
https://www.britannica.com/biography/William-Hill-Brown
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Olaudah-Equiano
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Washington-Irving
http://etc.usf.edu/lit2go/171/american-short-fiction/3446/the-legend-of-sleepy-hollow/
http://etc.usf.edu/lit2go/171/american-short-fiction/3461/rip-van-winkle/
http://etc.usf.edu/lit2go/171/american-short-fiction/3461/rip-van-winkle/
https://www.britannica.com/biography/James-Fenimore-Cooper
https://www.britannica.com/art/Romanticism
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Edgar-Allan-Poe
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/48860/the-raven
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In New England, several different groups of writers and thinkers emerged after 1830, each 

exploring the experiences of individuals in different segments of American society. 

James Russell Lowell was among those who used humor and dialect in verse and prose to depict 

everyday life in the Northeast.  

Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and Oliver Wendell Holmes were the most prominent of the 

upper-class Brahmins, who filtered their depiction of America through European models and 

sensibilities.  

The Transcendentalists developed an elaborate philosophy that saw in all of creation a unified 

whole. Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote influential essays, while Henry David Thoreau wrote Walden 

(1854), an account of his life alone by Walden Pond. Margaret Fuller was editor of The Dial, an 

important Transcendentalist magazine.  

Three men—Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman Melville, and Walt Whitman—began publishing 

novels, short stories, and poetry during the Romantic period that became some of the most-

enduring works of American literature. 

As a young man, Nathaniel Hawthorne published short stories, most notable among them the 

allegorical “Young Goodman Brown” (1835). In the 1840s he crossed paths with the 

Transcendentalists before he started writing his two most significant novels—The Scarlet Letter 

(1850) and The House of the Seven Gables (1851).  

Herman Melville was one of Hawthorne’s friends and neighbors. Hawthorne was also a strong 

influence on Melville’s Moby Dick (1851), which was the culmination of Melville’s early life of 

traveling and writing.  

Walt Whitman wrote poetry that described his home, New York City. He refused the traditional 

constraints of rhyme and meter in favor of free verse in Leaves of Grass (1855), and his 

frankness in subject matter and tone repelled some critics. But the book, which went through 

many subsequent editions, became a landmark in American poetry, and it epitomized the ethos 

of the Romantic period. 

During the 1850s, as the United States headed toward civil war, more and more stories by and 

about enslaved and free African Americans were written. 

William Wells Brown published what is considered the first black American novel, Clotel, in 

1853. He also wrote the first African American play to be published, The Escape (1858). 

In 1859 Frances Ellen Watkins Harper and Harriet E. Wilson became the first black women to 

publish fiction in the United States.  

Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, first published serially 1851–52, is credited with 

raising opposition in the North to slavery. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/James-Russell-Lowell
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Henry-Wadsworth-Longfellow
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Oliver-Wendell-Holmes
https://www.britannica.com/art/Brahmin
https://www.britannica.com/event/Transcendentalism-American-movement
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ralph-Waldo-Emerson
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Henry-David-Thoreau
https://archive.org/details/waldenorlifeinwo1854thor
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Margaret-Fuller
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Nathaniel-Hawthorne
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Herman-Melville
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Walt-Whitman
https://whitmanarchive.org/published/LG/index.html
https://www.britannica.com/biography/William-Wells-Brown
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Frances-E-W-Harper
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Harriet-E-Wilson
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Harriet-Beecher-Stowe
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Emily Dickinson lived a life quite unlike other writers of the Romantic period: she lived largely 

in seclusion; only a handful of her poems were published before her death in 1886; and she was 

a woman working at a time when men dominated the literary scene. Yet her poems express a 

Romantic vision as clearly as Walt Whitman’s or Edgar Allan Poe’s. They are sharp-edged and 

emotionally intense. Five of her notable poems are  

“I’m Nobody! Who are you?” 

“Because I could not stop for Death –” 

“My Life had stood – a Loaded Gun”  

“A Bird, came down the Walk –”  

“Safe in their Alabaster Chambers” 

 

 Realism and Naturalism (1870 to 1910) 

The human cost of the Civil War in the United States was immense: more than 2.3 million 

soldiers fought in the war, and perhaps as many as 851,000 people died in 1861–65. Walt 

Whitman claimed that “a great literature will…arise out of the era of those four years,” and what 

emerged in the following decades was a literature that presented a detailed and unembellished 

vision of the world as it truly was. This was the essence of realism. Naturalism was an 

intensified form of realism. After the grim realities of a devastating war, they became writers’ 

primary mode of expression. 

Samuel Clemens was a typesetter, a journalist, a riverboat captain, and an itinerant laborer 

before he became, in 1863 at age 27, Mark Twain. He first used that name while reporting on 

politics in the Nevada Territory. It then appeared on the short story “The Celebrated Jumping 

Frog of Calaveras County,” published in 1865, which catapulted him to national fame. Twain’s 

story was a humorous tall tale, but its characters were realistic depictions of actual Americans. 

Twain deployed this combination of humor and realism throughout his writing. Some of his 

notable works include  

Major novels: The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876), Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1885)  

Travel narratives: The Innocents Abroad (1869), Roughing It (1872), Life on the Mississippi (1883)  

Short stories: “Jim Baker’s Blue-Jay Yarn” (1880), “The Man that Corrupted Hadleyburg” (1899) 

Naturalism, like realism, was a literary movement that drew inspiration from French authors of 

the 19th century who sought to document, through fiction, the reality that they saw around 

them, particularly among the middle and working classes living in cities. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Emily-Dickinson
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/47652/because-i-could-not-stop-for-death-479
https://www.britannica.com/art/realism-art
https://www.britannica.com/topic/naturalism-art
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mark-Twain
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Theodore Dreiser was foremost among American writers who embraced naturalism. His Sister 

Carrie (1900) is the most important American naturalist novel.  

Maggie: A Girl of the Streets (1893) and The Red Badge of Courage (1895), by Stephen Crane, and 

McTeague (1899), The Octopus (1901), and The Pit (1903), by Frank Norris, are novels that vividly 

depict the reality of urban life, war, and capitalism.  

Paul Laurence Dunbar was an African American writer who wrote poetry in black dialect—

“Possum,” “When de Co’n Pone’s Hot”—that were popular with his white audience and gave 

them what they believed was reality for black Americans. Dunbar also wrote poems not in 

dialect—“We Wear the Mask,” “Sympathy”—that exposed the reality of racism in America during 

Reconstruction and afterward. 

Henry James shared the view of the realists and naturalists that literature ought to present 

reality, but his writing style and use of literary form sought to also create an aesthetic 

experience, not simply document truth. He was preoccupied with the clash in values between 

the United States and Europe. His writing shows features of both 19th-century realism and 

naturalism and 20th-century modernism. Some of his notable novels are 

The American (1877)  

The Portrait of a Lady (1881) 

What Maisie Knew (1897)  

The Wings of the Dove (1902)  

The Golden Bowl (1904)  

 

 The Modernist Period (1910 to 1945) 

Advances in science and technology in Western countries rapidly intensified at the start of the 

20th century and brought about a sense of unprecedented progress. The devastation of World 

War I and the Great Depression also caused widespread suffering in Europe and the United 

States. These contradictory impulses can be found swirling within modernism, a movement in 

the arts defined first and foremost as a radical break from the past. But this break was often an 

act of destruction, and it caused a loss of faith in traditional structures and beliefs. Despite, or 

perhaps because of, these contradictory impulses, the modernist period proved to be one of the 

richest and most productive in American literature.  

A sense of disillusionment and loss pervades much American modernist fiction. That sense may 

be centered on specific individuals, or it may be directed toward American society or toward 

civilization generally. It may generate a nihilistic, destructive impulse, or it may express hope at 

the prospect of change. 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Theodore-Dreiser
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Stephen-Crane
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Frank-Norris
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Paul-Laurence-Dunbar
http://etc.usf.edu/lit2go/195/humour-and-dialect/4160/possum/
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44204/when-de-con-pones-hot
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44203/we-wear-the-mask
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/46459/sympathy
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Henry-James-American-writer
https://www.britannica.com/art/Modernism-art
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F. Scott Fitzgerald skewered the American Dream in The Great Gatsby (1925).  

Richard Wright exposed and attacked American racism in Native Son (1940). 

Zora Neale Hurston told the story of a black woman’s three marriages in Their Eyes Were 

Watching God (1937).  

Ernest Hemingway’s early novels The Sun Also Rises (1926) and A Farewell to Arms (1929) 

articulated the disillusionment of the Lost Generation.  

Willa Cather told hopeful stories of the American frontier, set mostly on the Great Plains, in O 

Pioneers! (1913) and My Ántonia (1918).  

William Faulkner used stream-of-consciousness monologues and other formal techniques to 

break from past literary practice in The Sound and the Fury (1929).  

John Steinbeck depicted the difficult lives of migrant workers in Of Mice and Men (1937) and 

The Grapes of Wrath (1939).  

T.S. Eliot was an American by birth and, as of 1927, a British subject by choice. His fragmentary, 

multivoiced The Waste Land (1922) is the quintessential modernist poem, but his was not the 

dominant voice among American modernist poets. 

Robert Frost and Carl Sandburg evocatively described the regions—New England and the 

Midwest, respectively—in which they lived. 

The Harlem Renaissance produced a rich coterie of poets, among them Countee Cullen, 

Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, and Alice Dunbar Nelson.  

Harriet Monroe founded Poetry magazine in Chicago in 1912 and made it the most important 

organ for poetry not just in the United States but for the English-speaking world.  

During the 1920s Edna St. Vincent Millay, Marianne Moore, and E.E. Cummings expressed a 

spirit of revolution and experimentation in their poetry.  

Drama came to prominence for the first time in the United States in the early 20th century. 

Playwrights drew inspiration from European theater but created plays that were uniquely and 

enduringly American. 

Eugene O’Neill was the foremost American playwright of the period. His Long Day’s Journey into 

Night (written 1939–41, performed 1956) was the high point of more than 20 years of creativity 

that began in 1920 with Beyond the Horizon and concluded with The Iceman Cometh (written 

1939, performed 1946).  

During the 1930s Lillian Hellman, Clifford Odets, and Langston Hughes wrote plays that 

exposed injustice in America.  

https://www.britannica.com/biography/F-Scott-Fitzgerald
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Richard-Wright-American-writer
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Zora-Neale-Hurston
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ernest-Hemingway
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Willa-Cather
https://www.britannica.com/biography/William-Faulkner
https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Steinbeck
https://www.britannica.com/biography/T-S-Eliot
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/47311/the-waste-land
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Robert-Frost
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Carl-Sandburg
https://www.britannica.com/event/Harlem-Renaissance-American-literature-and-art
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Countee-Cullen
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Langston-Hughes
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Claude-McKay
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Alice-Dunbar-Nelson
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Harriet-Monroe
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Edna-St-Vincent-Millay
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Marianne-Moore
https://www.britannica.com/biography/E-E-Cummings
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Eugene-ONeill
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Lillian-Hellman
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Clifford-Odets
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Langston-Hughes
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Thornton Wilder presented a realistic (and enormously influential) vision of small-town America 

in Our Town, first produced in 1938.  

 

 The Contemporary Period (1945 to present) 

The United States, which emerged from World War II confident and economically strong, 

entered the Cold War in the late 1940s. This conflict with the Soviet Union shaped global 

politics for more than four decades, and the proxy wars and threat of nuclear annihilation that 

came to define it were just some of the influences shaping American literature during the 

second half of the 20th century. The 1950s and ’60s brought significant cultural shifts within 

the United States driven by the civil rights movement and the women’s movement. Prior to the 

last decades of the 20th century, American literature was largely the story of dead white men 

who had created Art and of living white men doing the same. By the turn of the 21st century, 

American literature had become a much more complex and inclusive story grounded on a wide-

ranging body of past writings produced in the United States by people of different backgrounds 

and open to more Americans in the present day.  

Literature written by African Americans during the contemporary period was shaped in many 

ways by Richard Wright, whose autobiography Black Boy was published in 1945. He left the 

United States for France after World War II, repulsed by the injustice and discrimination he 

faced as a black man in America; other black writers working from the 1950s through the 1970s 

also wrestled with the desires to escape an unjust society and to change it. 

Ralph Ellison’s novel Invisible Man (1952) tells the story of an unnamed black man adrift in, and 

ignored by, America.  

James Baldwin wrote essays, novels, and plays on race and sexuality throughout his life, but his 

first novel, Go Tell It on the Mountain (1953), was his most accomplished and influential.  

Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun, a play about the effects of racism in Chicago, was first 

performed in 1959.  

Gwendolyn Brooks became, in 1950, the first African American poet to win a Pulitzer Prize.  

The Black Arts movement was grounded in the tenets of black nationalism and sought to 

generate a uniquely black consciousness. The Autobiography of Malcolm X (1965), by Malcolm X 

and Alex Haley, is among its most-lasting literary expressions.  

Toni Morrison’s first novel, The Bluest Eye (1970), launched a writing career that would put the 

lives of black women at its center. She received a Nobel Prize in 1993.  

In the 1960s Alice Walker began writing novels, poetry, and short stories that reflected her 

involvement in the civil rights movement.  

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thornton-Wilder
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ralph-Ellison
https://www.britannica.com/biography/James-Baldwin
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Lorraine-Hansberry
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Gwendolyn-Brooks
https://www.britannica.com/event/Black-Arts-movement
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Malcolm-X
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Alex-Haley
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Toni-Morrison
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Alice-Walker
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The American novel took on a dizzying number of forms after World War II. Realist, 

metafictional, postmodern, absurdist, autobiographical, short, long, fragmentary, feminist, 

stream of consciousness—these and dozens more labels can be applied to the vast output of 

American novelists. Little holds them together beyond their chronological proximity and 

engagement with contemporary American society. Among representative novels are  

Norman Mailer: The Naked and the Dead (1948), The Executioner’s Song (1979)  

Vladimir Nabokov: Lolita (1955)  

Jack Kerouac: On the Road (1957)  

Thomas Pynchon: The Crying of Lot 49 (1966)  

Kurt Vonnegut: Slaughterhouse-Five (1969)  

Eudora Welty: The Optimist’s Daughter (1972)  

Philip Roth: Portnoy’s Complaint (1969), American Pastoral (1997)  

Ursula K. Le Guin: The Left Hand of Darkness (1969) 

Saul Bellow: Humboldt’s Gift (1975)  

Toni Morrison: Song of Solomon (1977), Beloved (1987)  

Alice Walker: The Color Purple (1982) 

Sandra Cisneros: The House on Mango Street (1983) 

Jamaica Kincaid: Annie John (1984) 

Maxine Hong Kingston: Tripmaster Monkey: His Fake Book (1989) 

David Foster Wallace: Infinite Jest (1996) 

Don DeLillo: Underworld (1997) 

Ha Jin: Waiting (1999) 

Jonathan Franzen: The Corrections (2001) 

Junot Díaz: The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao (2007) 

Colson Whitehead: The Underground Railroad (2016) 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Norman-Mailer
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Vladimir-Nabokov
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Jack-Kerouac
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Thomas-Pynchon
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Kurt-Vonnegut
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Eudora-Welty
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Philip-Roth
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ursula-K-Le-Guin
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saul-Bellow
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Toni-Morrison
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Alice-Walker
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Sandra-Cisneros
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Jamaica-Kincaid
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Maxine-Hong-Kingston
https://www.britannica.com/biography/David-Foster-Wallace
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Don-DeLillo
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ha-Jin
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Jonathan-Franzen
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Junot-Diaz
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The Beat movement was short-lived—starting and ending in the 1950s—but had a lasting 

influence on American poetry during the contemporary period. Allen Ginsberg’s Howl (1956) 

pushed aside the formal, largely traditional poetic conventions that had come to dominate 

American poetry. Raucous, profane, and deeply moving, Howl reset Americans’ expectations for 

poetry during the second half of the 20th century and beyond. Among the important poets of 

this period are Anne Sexton, Sylvia Plath, John Berryman, Donald Hall, Elizabeth Bishop, James 

Merrill, Nikki Giovanni, Robert Pinsky, Adrienne Rich, Rita Dove, Yusef Komunyakaa, W.S. 

Merwin, Tracy K. Smith. 

In the early decades of the contemporary period, American drama was dominated by three men: 

Arthur Miller, Tennessee Williams, and Edward Albee. Miller’s Death of a Salesman (1949) 

questioned the American Dream through the destruction of its main character, while Williams’s 

A Streetcar Named Desire (1947) and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955) excavated his characters’ 

dreams and frustrations. Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (1962) rendered what might 

have been a benign domestic situation into something vicious and cruel. By the 1970s the face 

of American drama had begun to change, and it continued to diversify into the 21st century. 

Notable dramatists include David Mamet, Amiri Baraka, Sam Shepard, August Wilson, Ntozake 

Shange, Wendy Wasserstein, Tony Kushner, David Henry Hwang, Richard Greenberg, Suzan-Lori 

Parks. 

  

https://www.britannica.com/art/Beat-movement
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Allen-Ginsberg
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Anne-Sexton
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Sylvia-Plath
https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Berryman
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Donald-Hall
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Elizabeth-Bishop
https://www.britannica.com/biography/James-Merrill
https://www.britannica.com/biography/James-Merrill
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Nikki-Giovanni
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Robert-Pinsky
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Adrienne-Rich
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Rita-Dove
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Yusef-Komunyakaa
https://www.britannica.com/biography/W-S-Merwin
https://www.britannica.com/biography/W-S-Merwin
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Tracy-K-Smith
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Arthur-Miller-American-playwright
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Tennessee-Williams
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Edward-Albee
https://www.britannica.com/biography/David-Mamet
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Amiri-Baraka
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Sam-Shepard
https://www.britannica.com/biography/August-Wilson
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ntozake-Shange
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Ntozake-Shange
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Wendy-Wasserstein
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The Romantic Period 
 

Nathaniel Hawthorne: Young Goodman Brown (1835) 

 

 

 

Source: http://www.columbia.edu/itc/english/f1124y-

001/resources/Young_Goodman_Brown.pdf 

 

 

 

A Question to Consider: 

Is there a moral or message to the story of Young Goodman Brown? And if so, what 

is it? 

http://www.columbia.edu/itc/english/f1124y-001/resources/Young_Goodman_Brown.pdf
http://www.columbia.edu/itc/english/f1124y-001/resources/Young_Goodman_Brown.pdf
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The Romantic Period 
 

Edgar Allan Poe: The Cask of Amontillado (1846) 

 

 

 

Source: Edgar Allan Poe: The Complete Tales and Poems of Edgar Allan Poe. London, New York: 

Penguin Random House, 1982. 

 

 

 

A Question to Consider: 

In which passage(s) does the narrator mention his servants, and what 

does his attitude toward them reveal about his attitude to, and view of, 

humanity? 
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Bridging Romanticism and Realism: Emily Dickinson (fl. 1862) 
 

 

 

Standard edition: Emily Dickinson: The Poems of Emily Dickinson: Reading Edition. Ed. R. W. 

Franklin. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005. 

 

 

 

A Question to Consider: 

Which features of Emily Dickinson’s poetry are reminiscent of Romanticism, 

and which presage Realism? 
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The Modernist Period 
 

 

Thomas Stearns Eliot: Ash-Wednesday (1930) 

 

 

 

Text available online at: http://famouspoetsandpoems.com/poets/t__s__eliot/poems/15133 

 

 

A Question to Consider: 

What are the major themes of Eliot’s long poem, and how do the many references to 

Dante’s Divine Comedy fit in? 
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Southern Gothic: An Introduction 
 

Source: 

https://oxfordre.com/literature/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.001.0001/acr

efore-9780190201098-e-304 

 

 

Southern Gothic Literature  

Thomas Ærvold Bjerre 

https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.013.304 

Published online: 28 June 2017 

 

Summary 

Southern Gothic is a mode or genre prevalent in literature from the early 19th century 

to this day. Characteristics of Southern Gothic include the presence of irrational, 

horrific, and transgressive thoughts, desires, and impulses; grotesque characters; dark 

humor, and an overall angst-ridden sense of alienation. While related to both the 

English and American Gothic tradition, Southern Gothic is uniquely rooted in the 

South’s tensions and aberrations. During the 20th century, Charles Crow has noted, the 

South became “the principal region of American Gothic” in literature. The Southern 

Gothic brings to light the extent to which the idyllic vision of the pastoral, agrarian 

South rests on massive repressions of the region’s historical realities: slavery, racism, 

and patriarchy. Southern Gothic texts also mark a Freudian return of the repressed: the 

region’s historical realities take concrete forms in the shape of ghosts that highlight all 

that has been unsaid in the official version of southern history. Because of its dark and 

controversial subject matter, literary scholars and critics initially sought to discredit 

the gothic on a national level. Edgar Allan Poe (1809–1849) became the first Southern 

Gothic writer to fully explore the genre’s potential. Many of his best-known poems and 

short stories, while not placed in a recognizable southern setting, display all the 

elements that would come to characterize Southern Gothic. 

While Poe is a foundational figure in Southern Gothic, William Faulkner (1897–1962) 

arguably looms the largest. His fictional Yoknapatawpha County was home to the bitter 

Civil War defeat and the following social, racial, and economic ruptures in the lives of 

its people. These transformations, and the resulting anxieties felt by Chickasaw 

Indians, poor whites and blacks, and aristocratic families alike, mark Faulkner’s work 

as deeply Gothic. On top of this, Faulkner’s complex, modernist, labyrinthine language 

creates in readers a similarly Gothic sense of uncertainty and alienation. The 

https://oxfordre.com/literature/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.001.0001/acrefore-9780190201098-e-304
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generation of southern writers after Faulkner continued the exploration of the clashes 

between Old and New South. Writers like Tennessee Williams (1911–1983), Carson 

McCullers (1917–1967), and Flannery O’Connor (1925–1964) drew on Gothic elements. 

O’Connor’s work is particularly steeped in the grotesque, a subgenre of the Gothic. 

African American writers like Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960) and Richard Wright have 

had their own unique perspective on the Southern Gothic and the repressed racial 

tensions at the heart of the genre. Southern Gothic also frames the bleak and jarringly 

violent stories by contemporary so-called Rough South writers, such as Cormac 

McCarthy, Barry Hannah, Dorothy Allison, William Gay, and Ron Rash. A sense of evil 

lurks in their stories and novels, sometimes taking on the shape of ghosts or living 

dead, ghouls who haunt the New Casino South and serve as symbolic reminders of the 

many unresolved issues still burdening the South to this day. 

From the Gothic to American Gothic to Southern Gothic 

“Southern Gothic” is the label attached to a particular strain of literature from the 

American South. The style of writing has evolved from the American Gothic tradition, 

which again evolved from the English Gothic tradition. Horace Walpole’s The Castle of 

Otranto (1765) is considered the first Gothic novel, and Ann Radcliffe is seen as a 

cofounder of the genre thanks to Gothic romances such as The Mysteries of 

Udolpho (1794) and The Italian (1797). Several scholars have attempted to categorize 

the Gothic: H. L. Malchow defines it not as a genre but a discourse, “a language of 

panic, of unreasoning anxiety.”1 David Punter points to the themes of paranoia, the 

barbaric, and taboo,2 and Allan Lloyd-Smith states that the Gothic is “about 

the return of the past, of the repressed and denied, the buried secret that subverts and 

corrodes the present, whatever the culture does not want to know or admit, will not or 

dare not tell itself.”3 Specific definitions aside, Gothic literature generally challenged 

Enlightenment principles by giving voice to irrational, horrific, and transgressive 

thoughts, desires, and impulses, thereby conjuring an angst-ridden world of violence, 

sex, terror, and death. As Jerrold Hogle notes, since the 18th century, Gothic fiction has 

enabled readers to “address and disguise some of the most important desires, 

quandaries, and sources of anxiety, from the most internal and mental to the widely 

social and cultural.”4 

The Gothic finds its footing in the United States in the early 19th century. Charles 

Brockden Brown, the first professional American author, is credited with inventing the 

American Gothic novel with Wieland (1798). According to Eric Savoy, what makes 

Brown’s novel stand out is the way in which it “resituate[s] ‘history’ in a pathologized 

return of the repressed whereby the present witnesses the unfolding and fulfillment of 

terrible destinies incipient in the American past.”5 Apart from Brockden Brown, 

scholars have found it difficult to pinpoint a foundational era or group of authors for 

the American Gothic. Indeed, Leslie Fiedler has argued that the American Gothic 

tradition is best understood as “a pathological symptom rather than a proper literary 

movement,”6 and Teresa Goddu has noted “the difficulty of defining the genre in 

https://oxfordre.com/literature/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.001.0001/acrefore-9780190201098-e-304#acrefore-9780190201098-e-304-note-1
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national terms.”7 Some scholars have listed criteria in order to define the genre. Allan 

Lloyd Smith sees “four indigenous features” marking the American Gothic as distinct 

from the European version: “the frontier, the Puritan legacy, race, and political 

utopianism.”8 Yet others hesitate at using the term “genre” and talk instead of the 

Gothic as “a discursive field in which a metonymic national ‘self’ is undone by the 

return of its repressed Otherness.”9 What critics do seem to agree on, however, is the 

way in which American Gothic texts in general have challenged the American Dream 

narrative by consistently pointing out limitations and aberrations in the progressive 

belief in possibility and mobility. Eric Savoy points out the irony of the Gothic’s 

predominance in American culture. In a nation whose master narrative is grounded in 

rationalism, progress, and egalitarianism, Savoy points to “the odd centrality of Gothic 

cultural production in the United States, where the past constantly inhabits the 

present, where progress generates an almost unbearable anxiety about its costs, and 

where an insatiable appetite for spectacles of grotesque violence is part of the texture 

of everyday life.”10 

Nowhere in the United States is the Gothic more present than in the South, which 

Allison Graham describes as a “repository of national repressions … the benighted area 

‘down there’ whose exposure to the light is unfailingly horrifying and 

thrilling.”11 Flannery O’Connor famously declared that the so-called Southern school of 

literature conjured up “an image of Gothic monstrosities and the idea of a 

preoccupation with everything deformed and grotesque.”12 Add to this Benjamin 

Fisher’s definition of the literary Gothic as something that evokes “anxieties, fears, 

terrors, often in tandem with violence, brutality, rampant sexual impulses, and 

death,”13 and it becomes clear how the tradition of the Southern Gothic plays into 

already established ideas about the South as an “ill” region. This notion was established 

early on, as Charles Reagan Wilson has shown: the “deadly climate that nurtured 

diseases” and killed off early Jamestown settlers, and later colonists in Lowcountry 

North Carolina created an image of the South as “a death trap.”14 Centuries later, 

William Faulkner, arguably the greatest Southern Gothic writer, has one of his 

characters in As I Lay Dying (1930) echo this view of the South: “That’s the one trouble 

with this country: everything, weather, all, hangs on too long. Like our rivers, our land: 

opaque, slow, violent; shaping and creating the life of man in its implacable and 

brooding image.”15 Another central figure of Southern Gothic, Tennessee Williams, 

continues in the same vein, when he writes that, “there is something in the region, 

something in the blood and culture, of the Southern state[s] that has somehow made 

them the center of this Gothic school of writers.” These writers share “a sense, an 

intuition, of an underlying dreadfulness in modern experience.”16 

While related to both the English and American Gothic tradition, the Southern Gothic is 

uniquely rooted in the region’s tensions and aberrations. The United States may not 

have had old castles in which writers could place their Gothic romances, but after the 

Civil War, the many often ruined or decaying plantations and mansions in the South 

became uncanny locations for Gothic stories about sins, secrets, and the “haunting 
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history” of the South.17 And while Southern Gothic can be said to fulfill the criteria set 

out by scholars like Punter and Smith, increasingly, Gothic in an American context has 

come to connote the American South. During the 20th century, the South became “the 

principal region of American Gothic” in literature.18 As Charles L. Crow points out, the 

term “Southern Gothic” “became so common in the modern period that each word 

came to evoke the other,”19 as southern writers increasingly explored a region burdened 

with contradictory images. On the one hand, the colonial and antebellum South has 

been constructed as a pastoral idyll, an agrarian garden free of toil. On the other hand, 

the South has been seen as a repository for all of America’s shortcomings: a region of 

sickness and backwardness symbolized by everything from yellow fever and hookworm 

disease to personal and societal violence. 

Southern Gothic brings to light the extent to which the vision of the idyllic South rests 

on massive repressions of the region’s historical realities: slavery, racism, and 

patriarchy. In this way, Southern Gothic texts mark a Freudian return of the repressed: 

the region’s historical realities take concrete forms in the shape of ghosts or grotesque 

figures that highlight all that has been unsaid in the official version of southern 

history. Leslie Fiedler’s claim that the “proper subject for American gothic is the black 

man, from whose shadow we have not yet emerged”20 helps explain the propensity, the 

pull of the Gothic in southern literature. Its uncanny and haunted effects echo the old 

Gothic tradition but serve as a specific comment on southern life and customs. 

The Southern Grotesque 

A subgenre or additional aspect of Southern Gothic is the grotesque, also called 

Southern Grotesque. Scholars have long argued about the differences between the two 

terms, and many simply equate the two and use them interchangeably. As Charles 

Crow notes, the grotesque, “is a quality that overlaps with the Gothic, but neither is 

necessary or sufficient for the other.”21 Characters with physical deformities, so-called 

freaks, feature heavily in the Southern Grotesque. Often, their physical 

disfigurements—limps, wooden legs, cross-eyes, crippled limbs—serve as markers of a 

corrupt moral compass and point to the ways in which writers of Southern Gothic 

engage with the discrepancy between perceived, heteronormative normalcy and the 

repressed realities beneath that assumption. While deformed characters may be one of 

the most evident markers of Southern Gothic,22 the grotesque has been credited with 

invoking everything from “horror and the uncanny” to “sadness, compassion or 

humour.”23 The apparent breadth of grotesque traits threatens to empty the term of 

any useful meaning. But what unites the many features of the grotesque as well as its 

effects is a disturbing juxtaposition of conflicting elements; a site of transgression that 

serves to challenge the normative status quo, which in the South has been particularly 

repressive when it comes to race, gender, and sexuality. This links the Southern 

Grotesque to Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of the carnivalesque, which, among other things, 

functions as a strategy of transgression, resistance, and disruption.24 This disruption 

that the grotesque produces is not of the “aberrant body,” as Melissa Free argues, “but 
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of the social body that silences and condemns deviance.”25 Flannery O’Connor is 

perhaps the best example of a Southern Gothic writer who relies on the grotesque in 

her work. In her influential essay “Some Aspects of the Grotesque in Southern Fiction” 

(1969), O’Connor challenged the reductive generalization of the grotesque as a term 

and stressed how grotesque literature pointed toward a particular kind of realism: 

In these grotesque works … the writer has made alive some experience which we are 

not accustomed to observe every day, or which the ordinary man may never experience 

in his ordinary life. We find that connections which we would expect in the customary 

kind of realism have been ignored, that there are strange skips and gaps which anyone 

trying to describe manners and customs would certainly not have left. Yet the 

characters have an inner coherence, if not always a coherence to their social 

framework. Their fictional qualities lean away from typical social patterns, toward 

mystery and the unexpected … It’s not necessary to point out that the look of this 

fiction is going to be wild, that it is almost of necessity going to be violent and comic, 

because of the discrepancies that it seeks to combine.26 

Rather than a sensationalist freak or horror show, grotesque literature cuts through the 

veil of civility, through decorum and oppressive normative fabrications to expose a 

harsh, confusing reality of contradictions, violence, and aberrations. 

Early Southern Gothic 

Early examples of Southern Gothic effects or elements can be found in 

playwright William Bulloch Maxwell (1787–1814), poets Edward Coote Pinkney (1802–

1828) and Richard Henry Wilde (1789–1847), and novelist John Pendleton 

Kennedy (1795–1870). Kennedy’s best-known novel, Swallow Barn (1835), often 

credited as a precursor of the plantation novel, features an overall Gothic landscape 

with a “Goblin Swamp” and a remote country house, which takes the place of the 

castles and mansions of the British Gothic. More overt Gothic elements are found in 

Kennedy’s third novel Rob of the Bowl (1838), where a supposedly haunted chapel 

terrifies the locals with its nightly groans and rumbles. 

The Southern Gothic finds more solid form in the works of William Gilmore 

Simms (1806–1870). Perhaps best known for his frontier-based adventure novels such 

as The Yemassee (1835) influenced by Sir Walter Scott, several of Simms’s poems and 

novels rely on supernatural elements in his adaptation of Gothicism to specific 

southern locales. The aggressive title character of Martin Faber (1833) is a perverse 

Byronic figure, who confesses to murdering the innocent maiden Emily so he can marry 

the affluent Constance. Castle Dismal (1844) is a South Carolina ghost story that 

subverts traditional notions of marriage and domesticity—and features a narrator who 

spends a night in a haunted chamber of an old mansion. And Woodcraft (1854), the 

final of Simms’s Revolutionary War novels features devilish British villains, and in the 

Widow Eveleigh, Simms creates a more sophisticated version of the “persecuted 

maidens and wives in European Gothics.”27 
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Edgar Allan Poe (1809–1849) became the first writer to fully explore the potential of the 

Southern Gothic. Many of Poe’s best-known poems and short stories, while not placed 

in a recognizable southern setting, display all the elements that would come to 

characterize Southern Gothic: the decaying house (and the family within); men and 

women driven half-mad by unexplained anxieties; and transgressive racial and sexual 

subjects involving identity, incest, and necrophilia. It is hard to overestimate the 

influence of Poe and “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839), considered by many “the 

Ur-text of the Southern Gothic.”28 Featuring a decrepit mansion, characters sick in body 

and mind, a live burial in a cellar vault, and doppelgängers, the story is saturated by an 

“insufferable gloom,”29 an overall Gothic mood that has led William Moss to declare 

that “on the ruins of the house of Usher, Poe lays the foundation of a Southern 

Gothic.”30 

In addition, Poe has been seen as a central figure of the Southern Gothic because of his 

treatment of race, what Eric Savoy calls his “profound meditation upon the cultural 

significance of ‘blackness’ in the white American mind.”31 Christopher Walsh attributes 

“Poe’s value to the development of the Southern Gothic … to his ability to destabilize 

hierarchies of order and to critique the South’s prevailing mythology and 

narrative.”32 An example of this is “The Black Cat” (1843), in which the narrator 

describes his plunge “into excess” when he is overcome by “the spirit of 

PERVERSENESS.”33 The story draws on classic staples of the Gothic: a perverse and 

murderous tyrant using atrocious violence against helpless victims, a live burial and a 

decaying corpse “clotted with gore,”34 as well as the ruins of a burned-down house. But 

beneath the macabre surface is a more profound examination of the particularly 

southern sentimentalization of the relationship between master and slave.35 

Discrediting the Southern Gothic 

During the 20th century, the veneration for Poe increased steadily, and scholars 

recognized his indelible influence on the Southern Gothic. However, in his own time, 

most 19th-century literary scholars and critics did much to discredit Poe as well as the 

Gothic genre on a national level and to gloss over traces of the Gothic in works of 

canonical national writers like Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman Melville. Consensus 

seemed to be that “Gothic was an inferior genre incapable of high seriousness and 

appealing only of readers of questionable tastes.”36 Poe was initially exorcized from the 

national literary canon and relegated to the confines of the nation’s benighted “other”: 

the South. But scholars and critics of southern literature were not too impressed with 

the Gothic elements either. In fact, the term “Southern Gothic,” referring to a subgenre 

or school of writers, was initially coined in 1935 by novelist Ellen Glasgow, who used 

the term to criticize what she called “the inflamed rabble of impulses in the 

contemporary Southern novel.”37 Erskine Caldwell, William Faulkner, and other New 

Southern writers, she asserted, displayed a disturbing tendency of “aimless violence” 

and “fantastic nightmares.”38 In the same year, in an article titled “The Horrible South,” 

Gerald Johnson claimed that T. S. Stribling, Thomas Wolfe, William Faulkner, and 
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Erskine Caldwell had established “a certain reputation for Southern writing.” He labeled 

them “the merchants of death, hell and the grave … the horror-mongers in 

chief.”39 Likewise, in New Republic’s 1952 review of Flannery O’Connor’s Wise Blood, 

Isaac Rosenfeld complained about the author’s focus on degeneracy in “an insane 

world, peopled by monsters and submen.”40 Attitudes like this made Tennessee 

Williams scoff at the “disparaging critics … some of the most eminent book critics” as 

well as “publishers, distributors, not to mention the reading public” whose “major line 

of attack” is that the Southern Gothic is “dreadful.”41 Indeed, many writers of pulp 

fiction have relied heavily on the clichéd conception of the South as violent, backwards, 

and degenerate—and found a large number of readers in the process. But proletarian 

(and Gothic) writers like Erskine Caldwell and Carson McCullers, whose literary 

qualities are no longer deemed spurious, were often marginalized by the Agrarians. In 

the 1930s, the accepted view of poor whites was that they “did not exist; or, if they did, 

they existed outside of ‘civilization.’ They were irredeemably ‘other,’ marking the outer 

limits of the culture.” For many of the Agrarians, Richard Gray notes, “to write of the 

‘unknown people’ of the Southern countryside was not to write as a Southerner; it was 

doubtful if it was even to write as an American.”42 It was not only white writers who 

were excluded from the canon. Michael Kreyling notes how the Agrarians and their 

“disciples in the 1940s and 1950s” obstructed “the inclusion of black writers,” like 

Richard Wright.43 

William Faulkner 

Despite Poe’s status as a foundational figure in Southern Gothic, William Faulkner is 

widely considered the most important and influential writer working in the vein of the 

Southern Gothic. 

Faulkner’s dense and complex fictional Yoknapatawpha County was home to the bitter 

Civil War defeat and the following social, racial, and economic ruptures in the lives of 

its people. These transformations, and the resulting anxieties felt by Chickasaw 

Indians, poor whites and blacks, and aristocratic families alike, mark Faulkner’s work 

as deeply Gothic. In fact, his oft-quoted line, “The past is never dead. It’s not even 

past,”44 which has come to serve as a clichéd definition of Faulkner’s works, is also a 

definition of the Gothic. The clash between Old South and New South takes on a Gothic 

hue in which the suppressed sins of slavery, patriarchy, and class strife bubble to the 

surface in uncanny ways. And all this takes place in a landscape of swamps, deep 

woods, and decaying plantations. Add to this the complex, modernist, labyrinthine 

language of Faulkner’s works, which create in readers a similarly Gothic sense of 

uncertainty and alienation, an impression that, as Fred Botting says, “there is no exit 

from the darkly illuminating labyrinth of language.”45 

Much of Faulkner’s work, novels as well as short stories, belongs in the Southern Gothic 

category. The often anthologized “A Rose for Emily” (1930) is perhaps the clearest 

example of Faulkner’s southern Gothicism. The story, narrated from a plural point of 
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view by inhabitants of the small town, tells of the spinster Emily Grierson, who after 

her father’s death scandalizes the community when she takes up with the northern 

carpetbagger Homer Barron. When Homer disappears shortly after Emily has purchased 

arsenic, rumors abound in town. Decades later, after living a reclusive life, Emily dies. 

When the townspeople break open the door to an upstairs room, they discover a man’s 

“fleshless” corpse on the bed, the remains of him “rotted beneath what was left of the 

nightshirt.”46 Next to the corpse is a pillow, with “the indentation of a head” and “a long 

strand of iron-gray hair.”47 The story’s themes of necrophilia, sin, and secrecy mark it 

as obviously Gothic, yet Richard Gray argues that it also “offers an unerring insight into 

repression and the revenge of the repressed.” Emily’s actions should be seen as “a 

perverse reaction to the pressures of a stiflingly patriarchal society,” the way she has 

been “reduced, by the gaze of her neighbours and the narrative, to object status, a 

figure to patronise and pity … The extremity of her actions is,” he argues, “ultimately, a 

measure of the extremity of her condition, the degree of her imprisonment.”48 

Other examples of Faulkner’s southern Gothicism can be found in many of his greatest 

novels. The Sound and the Fury (1929) traces the downfall of the Compson family, one 

of Faulkner’s many “failed dynasties of the old ascendancy … all unwitting builders of 

haunted houses.”49 The novel’s first three sections are narrated by the three Compson 

sons—the mentally handicapped Benjy, the brooding Quentin, and the malicious and 

patriarchal Jason—while the fourth and final section has the black maid Dilsey as the 

central character. This makes for a fragmented and unreliable story in the center of 

which is the Compson daughter, Caddy—the obsession of all three brothers, “both 

victim and perpetrator … [a] Gothic heroine” who “escapes her haunted mansion at a 

terrible price.”50 Quentin is haunted and obsessed with his failure to protect his sister’s 

virginity. His oppressive sense of guilt eventually drives him to suicide. As I Lay 

Dying (1930) features variations of the vengeful spirit and live burial themes as well as 

emotionally unstable characters, all supported by an overall sense of confusion and 

fragmentation brought on by the rapidly shifting narrators. Sanctuary (1931), 

Faulkner’s most sensational and scandalous novel, features a controversial rape scene 

where the debutante Temple Drake is penetrated with a corncob by the sadistic and 

impotent villain Popeye. Though initially scorned by critics, Sanctuary has more 

recently been re-examined in light of its mirror structure and also “revalued as 

symbolic of the rape of southern womanhood by outside forces.”51 Light in 

August (1932) has been read as “an exemplary of the traditional gothic tale of mystery, 

horror, and violence in America.”52 It is a novel fueled by a sense of alienation and 

otherness, and features marginalized characters attempting but failing to make human 

connections. Joe Christmas, a black man passing as white, is accused of sleeping with 

and murdering a white woman. After escaping from jail, he is castrated and killed. The 

novel’s Gothicism is significantly southern in its exploration of religious zeal, sex, and 

racism, including violent lynchings and the pervasive fear of miscegenation. 

Many critics and scholars seem to agree that Absalom, Absalom! (1936) is “one of the 

great Southern Gothic novels” and, according to Richard Gray, Faulkner’s “greatest and 
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most seamlessly gothic narrative.”53 Several scholars have noted the influence of Poe’s 

“The Fall of the House of Usher.” At Harvard, Quentin Compson tries to explain the 

South to his Canadian roommate, Shreve. He relies on stories told to him, by people 

who were told by someone else, most circling around the powerful figure of Thomas 

Sutpen, “a demon, a villain.”54 The resulting story becomes an “interpretive act of the 

imagination,” and the various chroniclers “exaggerate fact into myth and transform 

history into legend.”55 Thomas Sutpen emerges as an elusive but tragic figure. As a poor 

boy he was turned away at the door of a plantation house by a black servant. This 

made him vow never to be put in that position again. He is determined to build his own 

plantation, complete with land, slaves, a family, and the hope of a male heir. This is 

Sutpen’s design, and Absalom, Absalom! patches together his ruthless determination to 

fulfill it. From Sutpen’s rejection of his mixed race wife and son in the West Indies to 

his creation of Sutpen’s Hundred and his calculating marriage to Ellen Coldfield, to the 

return of his rejected son, and the eventual tragedy, the novel is a complex web of race, 

gender, pride, shame, sin, and the repressive burdens of the past. 

Southern Gothic after Faulkner 

Even though Eudora Welty (1909–2001) herself rejected being labeled a Gothic writer, 

she is nevertheless considered a transitional figure in the Southern Gothic from 

Faulkner to more contemporary writers. Some scholars, such as Ruth D. Weston, have 

argued that Welty should not be placed in the Southern Gothic category. In her 

study Gothic Traditions and Narrative Techniques in the Fiction of Eudora Welty (1994), 

Weston distinguishes between the traditional (English) “upper case” Gothic, which she 

characterizes as “‘escape’ fiction,” and then a “core of gothic (lower case) materials—

plots, settings, characters, image patterns, and vocabulary.” 56 It is this latter patchwork 

that Welty draws on, according to Weston. She claims that Welty’s “earliest and most 

basic use of gothic convention is in her landscapes,”57 especially the history-haunted 

Natchez Trace, which is an ideal setting for Gothic themes of enclosure and escape. 

More recently, however, scholars have challenged Weston’s reluctance to place Welty 

firmly in the Southern Gothic tradition and have relied on feminist theory to elucidate 

how Welty employed Gothic settings and characters to stress the ways in which mythic 

southern narratives have silenced and repressed Others. In A Curtain of Green (1941), 

Susan V. Donaldson argues, Welty writes forth “a full-fledged carnival of gothic and 

grotesque heroines running amok, resistant to placement in traditional plots and 

roles.”58 

Where Eudora Welty did much to distance herself from being called a Gothic 

writer, Flannery O’Connor (1925–1964) is perhaps the best-known practitioner of the 

Southern Grotesque. Her many stories and her two novels are packed with an 

abundance of Gothic motifs, summarized by Chad Rohman as “monstrous misfits, 

devils and demonic figures, perpetrators and victims, doubles and doppelgängers, 

freaks and the deformed, madness and mad acts, ghosts and kindly spirits, and 

physical and spiritual isolation.”59 Marked by “an aesthetic of extremes”60 characteristic 
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of the grotesque, O’Connor’s world is infused with a sense of “mystery and the 

unexpected,” as she notes in her essay on the grotesque.61 Grounded in her Catholic 

faith, her view of life as “essentially mysterious” results in her belief that in order to 

capture that life as realistically as possible, her fiction is necessarily “going to be wild 

… violent and comic, because of the discrepancies it seeks to combine.”62 

Good examples of both the Gothic and grotesque features of O’Connor’s work are 

found in two of her most canonized short stories. In “Good Country People” (1955), the 

nihilistic and pseudo-intellectual Hulga still lives at home at the age of thirty-two. She 

has a “weak heart,” a wooden leg, and a doctoral degree in philosophy. When a “sincere 

and genuine” nineteen-year-old Bible salesman turns up at the house, Hulga decides to 

demonstrate her superiority by seducing him. But he turns out to be a conman who 

seduces her, only to steal her wooden leg and leave her stranded in a barn loft. “You 

ain’t so smart,” he tells her before leaving, “I been believing in nothing ever since I was 

born!”63 And in “A Good Man Is Hard to Find” (1955), a family road trip takes a 

shocking, violent turn when the characters come upon the escaped convict The Misfit. 

When the grandmother announces his identity, The Misfit orders the family killed. 

After killing the grandmother himself, he observes that, “She would of been a good 

woman … if it had been somebody there to shoot her every minute of her life.”64 Both 

stories feature shocking endings meant to jar readers. As O’Connor noted of her own 

writing, to make stories work, “what is needed is an action that is totally unexpected, 

yet totally believable, and … for me, this is always an action which indicates that grace 

has been offered. And frequently it is an action in which the devil has been the 

unwilling instrument of grace.”65 It is in the climax of her stories and novels that the 

characters—and readers—get a brief glimpse of the mystery O’Connor alludes to, of the 

possibility of redemption or salvation. But as the stories show, redemption often comes 

at a terrible price. Hulga is stripped of her superciliousness and forced to face reality 

by a larcenous Bible salesman, but one who is described with Christ-like imagery on the 

last page: a “blue figure struggling successfully over the green speckled lake.”66 In a 

more extreme version, the grandmother in “A Good Man Is Hard to Find” is also a 

character who sees herself as morally superior. Yet faced with annihilation, she tells 

her killer, “Why you’re one of my babies. You’re one of my own children!”67 

O’Connor’s two novels are both explorations of religious fundamentalism in the Deep 

South. In Wise Blood (1952), World War II veteran Hazel Motes returns to his Tennessee 

home to find it decaying and decrepit. Having lost his faith during the war, he takes to 

the city of Taulkinham, intent on spreading his atheist doctrine in his Church Without 

Christ. Yet he feels haunted by Christ and by gothic nightmares of being buried alive. 

Spiraling ever downwards, Motes ends up killing his competitor and doppelganger 

Solace Layfield, before a final act of self-degradation—and possible salvation—in which 

he blinds himself, puts shards of glass in his shoes, and wraps barbed wire around his 

torso. The Violent Bear It Away (1960) is a dark tale of fourteen-year-old Francis 

Tarwater, who has been raised to be a prophet by his great-uncle, the self-declared 

backwoods prophet Mason Tarwater. When Mason dies, Francis moves to the city to 
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find his secular uncle Rayber and his mentally deficient son Bishop. Francis was 

brought up believing his mission was to baptize Bishop. In the ensuing struggle, 

O’Connor exposes both religious fundamentalism and a world based on supercilious 

facts as inherently faulty. 

Like O’Connor, the stories and novels of Carson McCullers (born Lula Carson 

Smith, 1917–1967) are steeped in the grotesque. An abundance of “freaks” fill the 

pages: dwarfs, giants, cross-dressers, homosexuals, and deaf-mutes. In The Heart Is a 

Lonely Hunter (1940), the life of adolescent tomboy Mick clashes with the deaf-mute 

John Singer, an isolated and alienated misfit, whom the other characters nonetheless 

confide in, perhaps—as Melissa Free notes—because “he recognizes and affirms their 

own differences, which they feel but cannot name as queer.”68 Much like McCullers 

herself, Mick rejects established gender roles, and her rejection makes her an outsider 

in the small, isolated Georgia town and propels the narrative toward themes of sex, 

gender fluidity, and alienation. The Ballad of the Sad Café (1951), also set in an isolated 

Georgia community, features the hunchback Lymon, who shows up on Miss Amelia’s 

doorstep, claiming to be her cousin. Amid the community’s increasing rumors of 

scandal, Miss Amelia settles down with Lymon and opens a café. But the return of her 

ex-husband brings violence and eventual isolation and alienation. Both novels are also 

grotesque in the way the so-called outsiders demand readers’ sympathy, and McCullers 

points to the failures at the heart of the society that seeks to repress its Others. This is 

also the case in McCullers’ other novels, such as The Member of the Wedding (1946) 

and Clock Without Hands (1961). 

American theater of the 1940s and 1950s was infused with a heavy dose of Southern 

Gothic sensibility thanks to the plays of Tennessee Williams (1911–1983). Characters 

with varying degrees of illness populate his works, and his own sexual orientation, 

socially unacceptable at the time, found its way into plays such as Cat on a Hot Tin 

Roof (1955), in which Brick, who is gay, struggles with his unhappy marriage and with 

his dying but domineering father, Big Daddy. In other plays, such as The Glass 

Menagerie (1944), A Streetcar Named Desire (1947), and Sweet Bird of Youth (1959), 

Williams created Gothic spaces of boundary crossings as well as other familiar tropes 

of the Southern Gothic, such as disintegrating southern families, alienation, loneliness, 

alcoholism, and physical and psychological violence. Rather than a mere freakshow, 

Williams uses the characters in his plays to question the notion of normalcy and to 

explore the discrepancies between private and public selves. His plays, as Stephen 

Matterson argues, point to the performative aspects of all our lives, but perhaps 

especially those lived in the South, a region that in Williams’s plays is presented as an 

incongruous site of Romantic myth and urban, modern reality.69 The struggle of his 

characters to come to terms with the discrepancy comes off as essentially heroic, 

embodied best, perhaps, in Blanche DuBois from A Streetcar Named Desire (1947): the 

southern belle trapped in the modern world. 

While he worked in many genres, Truman Capote (1924–1984) is often placed in the 

school of Southern Gothic writers. Other Voices, Other Rooms (1948) relies on obvious 
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elements of Southern Gothic, from its secluded, decaying mansion at Skull’s Landing to 

scenes of pedophilia and violence, as well as characters drawn from the grotesque vein 

of Southern Gothic: a crossdresser, a mute quadriplegic, and a dwarf. Capote’s 

childhood friend Harper Lee (1926–2016) wrote perhaps the most widely read and 

most-loved Southern Gothic of the 20th century. The Pulitzer Prize-winning To Kill a 

Mockingbird (1960) is told by the tomboy Scout and draws on Gothic traits to examine 

boundaries of race, class, and gender in the 1930s South. Gothic elements include the 

children’s fear of the mysterious neighbor Boo Radley, as well as a rabid dog, and a 

Halloween night in which fear of the supernatural pales in the face of the violent, 

alcoholic, and racist Bob Ewell, who attacks Scout and her brother Jem with a knife. 

Southern Gothic and African Americans 

African Americans have long had their own unique perspective on Southern Gothic and 

the repressed racial tensions at the heart of the genre. In Playing in the Dark (1992), 

Toni Morrison examines the ways in which early white writers of the American Gothic 

used the black slave body as a site onto which was projected the various shortcomings, 

failures, and repressed desires of the white American psyche. This resulted in the 

construction of what Morrison calls “an American Africanism—a fabricated brew of 

darkness, otherness, alarm, and desire that is uniquely American.”70 In other words, 

blacks became monstrous Others who haunted the Southern Gothic and American 

culture at large. It is this otherness that African American writers have challenged. 

Richard Wright eerily sums up the very real Gothic aura of the African American 

experience in 12 Million Black Voices (1941): “We black men and women in America 

today, as we look back upon scenes of rapine, sacrifice, and death, seem to be children 

of a devilish aberration, descendants of an interval of nightmare in history, fledglings 

of a period of amnesia on the part of men who once dreamed a great dream and 

forgot.”71 Certainly, if Southern Gothic, as Maisha Wester contends, “can be understood 

as a genre that is aware of the impossibility of escaping racial haunting,”72 then slave 

narratives, such as Charles Ball’s Fifty Years in Chains (1859), William Craft’s Running a 

Thousand Miles for Freedom (1860), and Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave 

Girl (1861) in essence initiated a unique and often overlooked African American 

variation on the Southern Gothic. 

Modern African American writers also adopted the Gothic conventions, in the process 

exchanging the genre’s more supernatural aspects with more realistic features 

“founded on actual lives often lived in the Gothic manner, that is indeed 

terrifying.”73 The starkest example of this is Richard Wright, whose texts confront the 

horrors of white racism head-on with an unflinching eye. Wright’s work marks a 

reversal of Gothic tropes, one in which whiteness takes on uncanny and horrific hues. 

In his essay “The Ethics of Living Jim Crow,” Wright describes lying in bed as a young 

boy, delirious, and fearful of the “monstrous white faces … leering” at him above his 

bed.74 
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The notion of “double consciousness” presented by W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black 

Folk (1903) runs through much of African American Gothic. An early example of this is 

Jean Toomer’s Cane (1923), in which the theme of miscegenation and the figure of the 

mulatto take on Gothic hues. Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952) opens with a nod to 

both Du Bois and the Gothic: “I am an invisible man. No, I am not a spook like those 

who haunted Edgar Allan Poe … When [people] approach me they see only my 

surroundings, themselves, or figments of their imagination—indeed, everything and 

anything except me.”75 The novel moves from the small-town South to New York, but in 

each location the horrors and monsters inherent in the Gothic turn out to be too real 

and too human for the novel’s black protagonist, who feels increasingly entrapped and 

imprisoned. Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) stays on 

southern ground, in Florida, and is ripe with Gothic scenes and imagery: Janie, the 

protagonist, is forced to shoot and kill her rabies-infected husband after he tries to 

shoot her. And the hurricane that sweeps over the Everglades and turns Lake 

Okeechobee into a “monstropolous beast”76 is a recurrent Gothic trope. The African 

American version of (Southern) Gothic has found its zenith in Toni Morrison. While not 

a southerner, Morrison still employs Southern Gothic in her seminal 

novel Beloved (1987), a text that takes place mostly in Ohio but is haunted by traumatic 

events that occurred in the South. Beloved is a novel ripe for “sophisticated 

psychoanalytical and postmodernist or poststructuralist readings which focus on the 

treatment of fragmented subjectivities and how language strains to record (and is 

perhaps incapable) of documenting the horrors at the heart of the [Gothic] 

novel.”77 Continuing in the vein of Morrison, in A Visitation of Spirits (1989) Randall 

Kenan’s strategy is to treat as uncanny not the ghosts from the past and all the 

repressed markers of racism and slavery that they bring to the surface but rather the 

white institutions that constructed blacks as others.78 

Contemporary Southern Gothic 

Cormac McCarthy is arguably the most critically acclaimed contemporary practitioner 

of the Southern Gothic. McCarthy began his literary career with four dark and deeply 

violent novels set in Appalachian Tennessee: The Orchard Keeper (1965), Outer 

Dark (1968), Child of God (1973), and Suttree (1979). All four novels owe a debt to the 

tradition of the Southern Gothic especially that of William Faulkner and Flannery 

O’Connor. But Robert Brinkmeyer also sees McCarthy’s “gothic imagination” as 

“haunted by a frightening vision of destruction and waste” that is “simultaneously pre- 

and post-human.”79 At the same time, as Lydia Cooper asserts, McCarthy’s “horror-

drenched and heavily allegorical aesthetic style” is combined “with historically rooted 

commentary on social ills, such as issues of race, class, urbanization, and 

industrialization, to bring into focus repressed social anxieties.”80Child of God shows 

perhaps the strongest influence of O’Connor’s grotesque take on the Southern Gothic. 

The necrophiliac mass-murderer Lester Ballard is “an extreme contemporary rendering 

of the gothic villain.”81 The story follows Ballard’s exiled subterranean existence and his 
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downward spiral into murderer and necrophiliac and finally to a primal, animal-like 

state. McCarthy’s initial description of Ballard as “a child of God much like yourself 

perhaps”82 invites an unnerving sense of identification with this “reduced, grotesque, 

and monstrous aberration of humanity.”83 

After decades of western-themed novels, McCarthy returned to the Southern Gothic 

with The Road (2006). The Pulitzer Prize-winning novel is a post-apocalyptic story set 

in an unspecified southern location. A father and his son traverse a barren wasteland 

of corpses and marauding bands of cannibals to reach the ocean. Both shockingly 

violent and contemplative, Jay Ellis reads The Road as “haunted both by Old Southern 

slavery guilt, and by anxiety over New Southern consumption.”84 

Cormac McCarthy has been linked to a so-called Rough South tradition, also referred to 

as “Grit Lit.” The writers placed under these headings all borrow various elements of 

Southern Gothic to support their bleak portrayals of the American South in which 

violence plays a crucial part. While the group of writers is predominantly white and 

male, a few women like Dorothy Allison have also been placed in the Rough South 

category. Allison’s Bastard out of Carolina (1992) certainly draws on Gothic elements to 

expose the ways in which patriarchy has repressed women’s voices that challenged the 

mythic southern narrative. In many of the stories and novels by male Rough South 

writers, such as Barry Hannah, Larry Brown, William Gay, Tom Franklin, and Ron Rash, 

the antagonists are violent men of seemingly pure evil, men driven by incredible 

bloodthirst who will stop at nothing to satisfy their deadly desires. Invoking the Gothic 

tradition, these villains may take on the shape of ghosts, witches, or living dead, as in 

Gay’s The Long Home (1999) or Rash’s One Foot in Eden (2002), but apart from the 

obvious sensationalism provided by these killers, the writers use the villains 

symbolically in order to point out inherent problems in today’s (post-)South. 

Hannah’s Yonder Stands Your Orphan (2001) takes place in the contemporary 

Mississippi Delta, which is depicted as a rotten and degenerate place, a landscape in 

physical and moral decay, where casino musicians, “although mistaken for the living by 

their audiences, were actually dead. Ghouls howling for egress from their tombs,”85 and 

where zombies wait behind the counters of the countless pawnshops, “quite obviously 

dead and led by someone beyond.”86 In this rotten South, the land is also a catalogue of 

past horrors. The Confederate and Union dead resting in the ground have been joined 

by other victims of horrible crimes: 

Scores of corpses rested below the lakes, oxbows, river ways and bayous of these parts, 

not counting the skeletons of Grant’s infantry. The country was built to hide those 

dead by foul deed, it sucked at them. Back to the flood of 1927, lynchings, gun and 

knife duels were common stories here. Muddy water made a fine lost tomb.87 

The resurfacing of two dead bodies buried in the bayou unleashes a violent rampage 

perpetrated by the novel’s villain. In true Gothic fashion, the return of the repressed 

past brings forth guilt, responsibility, and a grotesque display of violence.88 
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Hannah’s zombies are part of a larger tradition in Southern Gothic. As the editors 

of Undead Souths point out, the South has been—and continues to be—home to a 

“pervading presence of diverse forms of undeadness—racial, ethnic, political, 

economic, historical.”89 Using Robert Kirkman’s comic book series The Walking 

Dead (2003–) as an endpoint, Jay Ellis traces the “zombie narrative” of southern culture 

from its beginnings in 1929 and sees it as “a reemergent memory of slavery” and an 

“expression of wider xenophobic fears of the other” as well as an expression of gender 

fears.90 But he also points to zombies as “global citizens,” made southern by way of 

Haiti, of slavery and Jim Crow laws,91 thereby making the zombie a prominent figure in 

New Southern studies. 

The Southern Gothic remains undead, its territory broader and more inclusive than 

ever before. While few southern writers are content to work solely in the Southern 

Gothic vein, many nonetheless tap into the sharp divisions that make up their region, 

the beautiful pastoral Arcadia and the grotesque deformities that rise to the surface 

both literally and figuratively. The attempt to come to terms with this chasm—or to 

expose its cracks and fissures—remains a potent and relevant vehicle driving a 

substantial body of southern literature today. 

Discussion of the Literature 

Scholarship on the Southern Gothic has seen a dramatic rise in the 21st century, both 

in volume, scope, and acceptance. Yet there is still a sparsity of monographs covering 

the full spectrum of Southern Gothic. Instead, various chapters and articles about 

specific writers of Southern Gothic are spread out over monographs and anthologies 

dedicated to American literature, Gothic literature, American Gothic literature, 

Southern literature, or specific southern writers. Therefore, the history of Southern 

Gothic scholarship begins with more general works and slowly becomes more specific. 

Leslie Fiedler is widely recognized as “the first critic to discuss the American gothic’s 

peculiarity and to recognize its social impulse.”92 He did so in his influential Love and 

Death in the American Novel (1960), where he acknowledged that the Gothic has 

“continued to seem vulgar and contrived” but argues that “it is the gothic form that has 

been most fruitful in the hands of our best writers.”93 American fiction, he insists, is “a 

gothic fiction … a literature of darkness and the grotesque in a land of light and 

affirmation.”94 Among the southern writers discussed at length by Fiedler are Simms, 

Poe, and Faulkner, and Fiedler ends his study by pointing to Elizabeth Spencer, 

Flannery O’Connor, and “such talented female fictionists as Katherine Anne Porter, 

Eudora Welty, and Carson McCullers” as writers who expand Faulkner’s “vision of the 

South as a world of gothic terror disguised as historical fact” into a “living 

tradition.”95 While Fiedler paved the way for a scholarly interest in the Gothic, that 

interest was made possible by a “renewed interest in psychoanalysis and Marxism, 

theoretical modes that have since been used extensively and effectively in 

interpretations of the Gothic in many forms.”96 Thus, Irving Malin’s New American 
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Gothic (1962) examined contemporary writers, including such central figures of the 

Southern Gothic as Flannery O’Connor, Truman Capote, and Carson McCullers. 

The renewed academic interest in the American Gothic spilled over into southern 

studies and led to monographs focusing on Gothic elements in specific southern 

writers. But scholars still struggled with the legitimacy of the genre. So while G. R. 

Thompson in Poe’s Fiction: Romantic Irony in the Gothic Tales (1973) sets out to 

rehabilitate Poe “by equally New Critical and History of Ideas standards,” ultimately, he 

asserts, “the Gothic is a set of devalued ingredients, not really essential to American 

writing at Poe’s time.”97 And Elizabeth M. Kerr, who relies heavily on Fiedler’s work in 

her William Faulkner’s Gothic Domain (1979), begins her study by almost apologizing 

for writing on a topic “scorned by critics as subliterary, sentimental ‘formula’ fiction” 

that has “pejorative connotations.”98 However, concurrently with literature’s turn 

toward postmodernism and, increasingly, poststructuralism, Southern Gothic became 

increasingly fertile ground for scholars imbued with theoretical tools from Julia 

Kristeva, Jacques Lacan, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Judith Butler, and others. Patricia 

Yaeger’s Dirt and Desire: Reconstructing Southern Women’s Writing, 1930–1990 (2000) 

is a prime example of this new movement, as is Tara McPherson’s Reconstructing Dixie: 

Race, Gender, and Nostalgia in the Imagined South (2003). Both monographs, while not 

specific studies of the Southern Gothic, nevertheless focus on the instability of some of 

the central categories that have been used to build narratives and counter-narratives of 

the South: race and gender. And they draw on postmodern and poststructuralist theory 

to revisit and, indeed, reconstruct given assumptions about the South and canonical 

works of southern literature. 

Fiedler pointed to the link between the Gothic and America’s troubled racial history, 

and in The Heroic Ideal in American Literature (1971), Theodore L. Gross argued that 

modern African American writers used elements of Southern Gothic in more realistic 

ways to point to the horrors of racism. Maisha L. Wester and other 21st-century 

scholars have examined slave narratives as the inception of African American Gothic 

and shown how, to late 20th-century African American writers, the Gothic is “a tool 

capable of expressing the complexity of black experience in America.”99 Wester is but 

one of many contemporary scholars who are re-examining and re-evaluating aspects of 

Southern Gothic in canonical writers, but also drastically expanding the canon in ways 

that correlate with the so-called New Southern studies. Houston Baker and Dana Nelson 

defined New Southern studies as a school that “welcomes the complication of old 

borders and terrains, wishes to construct and survey a new scholarly map of ‘The 

South.’”100 As the title of the anthology Look Away: The US South in New World 

Studies suggests, the editors envision a “liminal south, one that troubles essentialist 

narratives both of global-southern decline and of global-northern national or regional 

unity, of American or Southern exceptionalism.”101 

Scholars working in this vein have embraced a postcolonial and transnational approach 

in the rethinking of the South and its literature. In fact, the 21st century has been a 

tumultuous era of change and re-examination within southern studies. Traditional and 
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monolithic themes such as race, place, and past are being re-examined, challenged, 

revised, and injected with newer approaches and topics such as trauma theory and 

queer studies. This has opened up previously overlooked, repressed, and neglected 

spaces, peoples, and subjects, so that today, scholars are exploring the presence or 

absence of Southern Gothic’s relation to indigenous groups, queers, the Caribbean and 

Latin America, and vampires, to name a few. Southern Gothic Literature (2013), edited 

by Jay Ellis, includes a chapter on “Southern Gothic poetry,” a genre much overlooked 

in traditional studies of the Southern Gothic. But where Ellis’s anthology focuses on 

well-established writers, Toni Morrison being the newest, a good example of the 

sprawling richness of current scholarship in the Southern Gothic is presented in the 

anthology Undead Souths: The Gothic and Beyond in Southern Literature and 

Culture (2015). Among the many topics covered are “Haitian zombie mythology in 

Herman Melville’s depiction of chattel and wage slaveries” as well as “diasporic 

transplantations in the surreal fiction of the Irish-born, Trinidadian author Shani 

Mootoo.”102 As these examples make clear, and as the editors of Undead Souths note, 

the most recent scholarship on the Southern Gothic is a far cry from “the now-

threadbare tropes of ‘the Southern Gothic’—singular and capitalized—as if both the 

region (‘Southern’) and the genre (‘Gothic’) are readily identifiable, monolithic 

entities.”103 And judging from the recent outpour of scholarship and academic 

conferences dedicated to the Southern Gothic, the discussion about this particular 

genre does not seem to be waning anytime soon. 
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Southern Gothic 

 

 

Truman Capote: Miriam (1945) 

 

 

 

Source: Truman Capote: The Grass Harp; and A Tree of Night and Other Stories. New York : The 

New American Library, 1961. 

 

 

 

A Question to Consider: 

Do you think that Miriam is real or just a figment of Mrs Miller's imagination? 

Give reasons for your answer.
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Southern Gothic 

 

Flannery O’Connor: A Good Man Is Hard to Find 

 

 

 

Source: 

https://www.boyd.k12.ky.us/userfiles/447/classes/28660/a%20good%20man%20is%20hard%20t

o%20find.pdf 

 

 

A Question to Consider: 

Select two occurrences of the phrase ‘a good man’ in this story, and 

compare its meaning in the two passages.  
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A GOOD MAN IS HARD TO FIND 
AND OTHER STORIES 

 
by Flannery O'Connor 

 
-------------------------- 

A GOOD MAN IS HARD TO FIND 
-------------------------- 

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 innocent 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 raising her 

yellow head. 

"Yes and what would you do if this fellow, The Misfit, caught you?" the grandmother 

asked. 

"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 
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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 head tied up in a green kerchief, 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 Wesley 

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 
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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 automobile, 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 dramatic. 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 afternoon 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 watermelon 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 highest 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 
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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. 

"Arn'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 

grandmother. 

"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 
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and looked at the monkey in the lacy chinaberry tree. He was busy catching 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 few 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 woodwork 

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 grandmother 

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 

grandmother 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." 
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"While you all talk to the people in front, I'll run around behind and get in a 

window," 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 in 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 window 

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 
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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 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 battered 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 someone 

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." 
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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. 
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"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 considered 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 others 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 silence. 

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. 
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"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 cloudless 

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. 
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"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 punishment 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 report. 

"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, looking 

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. 
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Without his glasses, The Misfit's eyes were red-rimmed and pale and defenseless-

looking. "Take her off and thow her where you thown the others," he said, picking 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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The Contemporary Period 
 

 

Raymond Carver: They’re Not Your Husband (1973) 

 

 

 

Source: https://idoc.pub/documents/they-are-not-your-husband-raymond-carver-

pnxkzmj6gy4v 

 

 

 

 

A Question to Consider: 

Discuss some instances of the 'minimalistic' writing style in Carver's short 

story. 
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