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The function of humor in Eudora Welty's work is to 

allow the reader access to her experiential world 

through language in order to reveal the multivalent 

life process, the insulating network of ritualistic 

endurance, and the dignified grace of ill-fated 

defiance. Exaggerated stereotypes and mythical 

allusions provide a way of entry into the fictional 

world of Losing Battles. Using vernacular dialogue and 

absurd actions as virtually her sole method of 

character development, Welty represents the elemental 

vitality of her characters whose will to persevere is 

reflected in their endless autobiographical 

storytelling. By recreating the family with talk, 

Welty ' s characters are able to shrug off t he impi ngi ng 

reality that threatens their Sisyphian effort to 

survive. Her use of a self-conscious Southern idiom 

invites a phenomenological reading revealing the 

ultimately life-affirming pattern that informs the 

novel and gives shape to her fundamental comic spirit. 
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Introduction 

In an interview conducted for the oral records of 

the Mississippi Department of Archives and History in 

May of 1981, Eudora Welty attempts to articulate the 

function of humor in her work: 

I don't know. I think it's one of the 
hardest subjects in the world to speak about. 
Don't you? In a way, it may be a way of 
entry, too through humor. It's a way to try, 
risk something, a way to get around something 
to make it endurable, to live with it or to 
shrug it off. And then it's inherent in a 
whole lot of living, I think. I think it's 
just there. It's there! If you can show it 
and make it a process of revealing, that 
would be its justification; not for its own 
sake but to show something. People show an 
awful lot of things through humor, both 
conscious and unconscious. Don't you think 
so? I think it can also take form as 
something Southern. We've always appreciated 
humor and humorous things. We've also 
contributed to the humorous. (Jones 330) 

The explanation itself is a comical and tautological 

labyrinthine tangle of fourteen "its" and four "things" 

that demonstrates the elusive character of humor and 

its relationship to the multifarious masks of comedy. 

Welty's difficulty in describing her use of humor 

reveals a modernist attitude toward the comic. 

Her facilitating comic vision, often a disarming 

vehicle of accommodation and accessibility to the 
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(Reynolds 133), is also modernist in its "radical 

challenge to mimesis" (Pitavy-Souques 541). Welty's 

convergence of narrative structure, image, and subject 

matter accentuates the fractures that exist between the 

narrative act, the imaginative springs of the narrative 

act, and the concrete reality that make up the result, 

the layered story (539). Using stereotypical 

characters, Welty is able to satirize cliches about 

humor, women, and the South--testing the strength of 

banality by drawing on convention, shared myth, and 

inescapable historical fact. Daniele Pitavy-Souqes 

writes that "by choosing appearances, artificiality, 

and the absurdly false," Welty's characters perpetuate 

the illusion that makes them comic figures (559). 

Likewise, Pitavy-Souques elaborates, Welty's narrator 

"so magnificently 'building up' a stage for Losing 

Battles in the first few pages • betrays the 

ambiguity of Welty's feelings, the sense of ridicule 

that makes her laugh at the gesture while she cannot 

help admiring it" (538). 

Welty's reader must recognize that the real comic 

action is her act of choosing the image she uses to 

invoke the hilarity of humor's absurd excess, even 

though the final result of her thought process, the 
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actual comic image, is all we see. Image, writes 

Pitavy-Souques quoting Sartre, is "a certain type of 

consciousness. [It] is an act, not a thing. The image 

is awareness of something" (542). Welty's creation of 

an imperfect image that provokes laughter implicates 

the reader in the comic action as well. In 

Baudelaire's view, laughter springs from "a fault, not 

in the object of laughter, but in the one who laughs" 

and is "a consequence of Original Sin and the Fall of 

Man" (Olson 6). What we as readers encounter is Welty's 

self-conscious awareness of her subject; what is 

revealed by the interaction of artist, text, and reader 

is often the artist's idiosyncratic rendering of 

another layer of representation--an aesthetic 

presentment that seeks its reflection in the mind of 

the reader much as a mirror reflects a mirror. The act 

of reflecting is a confluence of writer and reader 

energy; without this mutual enterprise the text is 

dead. 

As in the case of Ruth Vande Kieft's "serious 

intellectual student" at Queens College who did not 

find "Why I Live at the P.O." "a bit funny" (LQ 27), 

it is up to the reader to laugh--joyfully to affirm and 

avow the artist's Sisyphean effort, or ruefully to 
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despair about the nihilistic pointlessness of it all. 

Losing Battles as a work of art is just such a 

hall of mirrors. Set in the dusty, drought-stricken, 

hill country of northern Mississippi, the plot concerns 

the reunion of the Vaughn/Beecham/Renfro family, held 

yearly the first Sunday in August to celebrate Granny 

Vaughn's birthday. Welty structures the novel, not as 

"an author enter[ing] the character's mind," but in 

speech and gesture, "the way things are in a play." 

The thoughts and feelings are shown externally, Welty 

explains. "I wanted the whole thing externalized. 

That was why it was a comedy" (Bunting 46). 

The multitudinous clamor of story-telling voices 

that negate, revise, and embellish is comparable to the 

plethora of comic theorists who attempt to define the 

comic within the confines of one theory. Richard 

Keller Simon describes the multiplicity of perspectives 

as 

an incongruous mixture of approaches and 
miscellaneous assortment of arguments, simple 
repetitions of conventional wisdom, some 
straightforward attacks on the conventional 
wisdom, and some extraordinary in their 
intellectual and imaginative vigor (3). 

Some theories identify the comic spirit as aggressive. 

Plato views laughter as "a malicious gloating over 
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others" (Boston 28). Thomas Hobbes's theory of humor 

in Chapter IX of Treatise on Human Nature claims that 

the recognition of humor is the sudden glory of 

superiority over a hapless victim that may, perhaps, be 

our former, unenlightened self (quoted in Gruner 29-

30). Bergson's theory of "something mechanical 

encrusted on the living" has moral overtones; Freud's 

theory of laughter as the sudden release of psychic 

energy used to repress the forbidden is psychological 

and male oriented. All are subjective explanations of 

the multi-faceted aspects of humor, laughter, the 

comic, satire, ridicule, and mockery--theoretical 

fragments that make up "the prism of comedy" (Welty Eye 

Of Story 7). Welty employs and subverts them all and 

more. 

To Welty, comedy is conciliatory, but it is not 

closure; balance, but not stasis. Seymour Gross 

equates the "life force" that motivates the characters 

in Losing Battles to maintain equilibrium to a kind of 

inherent anti-Fall impetus. This impulse is "obviously 

and hilariously caught in the image of the Moody car" 

teetering atop the precipice throughout the novel, "its 

precarious equilibrium depending on an amiable 

simpleton in the back seat, waiting to be saved" (EW: 
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Critical Essays 327). In Welty's explanation of 

comedy's function she reiterates the life-affirming 

role that it plays in her narrative structure--a way of 

entering, risking, enduring, or ignoring--in order to 

show, reveal, enlighten, and acknowledge or expose, un

conceal, liberate, and defy. These dialectical 

similarities find meaning only in gesture, tone, and 

inflection, which are the essential elements of the 

oral anecdote as it is experienced in the American 

south and transposed by Welty. 

The South has long been considered the stronghold 

of the oral tradition. A major influx of Scots-Irish 

immigrants, "a majority of whom chose the South for 

their home in the eighteenth-century," influenced 

Southern culture in what may be called its infancy 

(Ayers 22). According to Scottish folklorist Andrew 

Lang, a pioneer in the study of the oral tradition, the 

Scots-Irish were great "swoppers" of stories. "The 

Scotch are almost as addicted as Americans to this form 

of barter, so are the Irish. The Englishman has 

usually a dignified dread of dropping into his 

'anecdotage'" (Blair and Hill 27). In an interview 

with folklorist Bill Ferris, Welty admits her awareness 

of Scots-Irish influence on the Southern story-telling 
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habit: "We probably have some of the same background 

of those Irish and the Scots and the other people that 

have long memories in this part of the world" (164). 

The emphasis on family loyalty and inter-family feuding 

in Losing Battles is reminiscent of the power once held 

by the early Scottish clans--family groups that were 

also important fighting units and the foundation of 

Scottish society ("Scotland"). 

Telling stories also relieved the boredom of 

traveling long distances to and from widely spaced 

plantations or into town. A "motley mixture" of 

steamboat, railway, and coach passengers of diversified 

socioeconomic backgrounds survived the tedium by 

trading humorous yarns that homogenized the group's 

educational miscellany and made the trip more 

agreeable. Thus, "American storytelling tended to be 

democratizing and democratic" (Blair and Hill 28). 

Antebellum humor, in particular, was based largely 

on the tension between the intellectual and the 

ignoramus. Similarly, the overgeneralized differences 

between the "amoral" Jacksonian Democrats and the 

"fastidious" Whigs also became a subject of humor 

(Blair and Hill 156). Tall tales such as those written 

by George Washington Harris, Augustus Baldwin 



8 

Longstreet, and Thomas Bangs Thorpe, frequently called 

Southwestern humorists, evolved from a rather 

"consistent exploitation of the confrontation between a 

settled culture and an unsettled one" (188). The 

writers were called "Southwestern" because their 

stories were set in states just west of the older 

coastal settlements--middle Georgia, Tennessee, 

Arkansas, Kentucky, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana 

(Forkner and Samway xiii). 

A character most often found in the tall tale is 

the educated, well-mannered prude. Placed in 

opposition to either an unruly rapscallion or a set of 

violent and uncontrollable circumstances similar to the 

lawless situation that prevailed in the frontier, the 

prude is a necessary element in the story's humor. 

Regardless of the technical function the prude serves 

in the narrative, he is always "the apostle of logic" 

besieged by "an environment, by actions, and by a cast 

of subversive characters that disrupt and defeat him" 

(Blair and Hill 192). Welty's Losing Battles is a 

macrocosm of microcosmic tall tales in which Jack 

Renfro, a rather gullible boy, vacillates between 

decorum and rambunctiousness, but never accepts defeat. 

However, to classify Welty as a regionalist is 
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superficial. As Rosemary Magee points out, Losing 

Battles is about 

how we create fictions that become the 
realities by which we live and consequently 
survive ••• continue. This book's value is 
not in the rendering of an idiosyncratic 
culture but in the portrayal of enduring and 
seemingly indissoluble human attributes 
encapsulated in the particularities of time 
and place. (76-77) 

In the following four chapters I shall explore 

the way Welty's comic functions are epitomized through 

the narrative of Losing Battles. The conclusion will 

examine Southern particularities and generalities and 

how they relate to Welty's humor. Although her own 

theory of the imagination and its marriage to memory, 

time, and space is well-formulated and exhaustively 

documented, her comic theory must be collected, 

suitably, fragment by fragment in the midst of other 

goals. Not only is Welty's comic vision firmly 

ensconced--"methods, boundaries," and focus--in "the 

familiar" (Welty Eye Of Story 6, 7), the self-

conscious, the unoriginal; it is also "vaunting" 

(Pitavy-Souques 538), improvisational, and 

investigatively paradoxical. The result is a language 

that, as Robert B. Holland notes, "is a layer of words 

so designed as to connote 'an improvement on the real'" 

(Cornell 212), and if possible, an excess of the 
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quality of being human. In Welty's review of William 

Faulkner's The Sound and The Fury she uses an analogy 

concerning the ennobling strength of honest, human 

imperfections that, perhaps, explains her inclination 

to suffer fools gladly: "They [the imperfections] are 

the human quotient, and honorable as the marks left by 

the hand-held chisel in bringing the figure out of 

recalcitrant stone" (quoted in Moreland 99). 

Chapter one discusses humor as "a way of entry." 

Welty's humor tends to be more sympathetic than 

satirical, more the Shaftesburian natural, free spirit 

relieving itself of constraints (Bergler 19) than the 

Hobbesian derisive superiority (Gruner 30). By 

inviting the characters in Losing Battles to speak for 

themselves, Welty eliminates an intermediary and forces 

the reader to attempt to connect with the characters 

and to attempt to read their minds. Harriet Pollack 

suggests reading Welty by applying Iser's theory that 

reading is a fluid process of self-correction involving 

continual reaction, rereading, and revision (484). In 

Welty's works, however, the narrator is identifiable as 

the traditional ironic or unreliable narrator. The 

effort the reader makes to reconcile the behavior and 

speech of the characters with the mystery of the 
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narrator's vision transforms the reader into a fellow 

comic figure--an invisible outsider consciously 

searching for significant signals, gestures with 

meaning already ascribed, yet finding only gestures. 

Comic gesture, Sypher writes, emerges from the 

unconscious: 

Underneath this surface layer is the pattern
free (non-gestalt) activity of the 
unconscious, undisciplined self, which cannot 
be expressed by the forms consciousness 
imposes on our vision or thought. The 
deepest "meanings" of art, therefore, arise 
whenever there is an interplay between the 
patterns of surface perception and the 
pressure of depth perception. (200) 

Comic entry, then, via exaggerated image (which on 

the face of it implies a norm), unconscious, Platonic 

gesture, and Bergsonian parodic repetition lead to a 

kind of hard-won, mutual revelation. 

Chapter two examines risk, Welty's second 

humorous facilitator and one that necessitates 

improvisation, the effort to maintain balance through 

diversity and freedom. At times the risk seems a 

hopeless battle fought against society's diverse 

incongruities and improbabilities, but it is valuable 

for its affirmation of life. In this respect, as Gross 

points out, Eudora Welty is a part of the American 

Transcendental comic tradition (Gross EW: Critical 
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Essays 326). Welty's character development relies on 

the reader's ability to give meaning to the characters' 

improvisational behavior and dialogue. The reader too 

must improvise in order to live in Welty's fictional 

world. Sypher relates comic improvisation to the 

"double action of penance and revel" and the "loose 

structure and precarious logic that can tolerate every 

kind of improbability" (219): i.e. life itself. Ruth 

Vande Kieft points out the point/counter point 

interaction of the Losing Battles characters, their 

insinuating remarks and bantering retorts that correct, 

encourage, question, and provoke as the "chief means of 

characterization in the novel" (EW Revised Ed. 150). 

Moreover, the aspect of play, which is concerned with 

fabrication and unpredictability and, in Herbert 

Spencer's theory, is simply an overflow of surplus 

energy (Boston 39-41), is further conveyed by Welty's 

language--the characters shout, shriek, call, cry, run, 

bolt, dart, and fly as they impel themselves into the 

world, racing against time and crowing at the blank, 

blue sky. 

Spencer's theory is one of many. James Cox 

explains another aspect of play: 

The play world, as institutionalized by the 
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adult world, is the arena where something 
can, or at least may happen--where 
narcissistic fantasies can be fulfilled, 
where losses are the order of the day, but 
not final, where hope--however fatuous an 
illusion--is the helpless dream of the 
perennially gullible player. (116) 

In chapter three the pretense of hope is subsumed 

by another function of Welty ' s humor, a way to endure. 

Endurance in the face of despair is the alternative to 

Camus's "one truly serious philosophical problem," 

suicide, and is the key element in an understanding of 

the absurd (3). In The Myth of Sisyphus and Other 

Essays, Camus revives Karl Jaspers' claims that the 

impossibility of knowledge in a world of "everlasting 

nothingness" results in a condition wherein "irremedial 

despair is the only attitude" (25). The rescue of 

Ariadne's thread, Camus relates--the sole connection to 

the divine truth--leads Jaspers in a circle back to 

himself, where, in his words, "I can no longer withdraw 

behind an objective point of view I am merely 

representing, where neither I myself nor the existence 

of others can any longer become an object for me" (9). 

According to Camus's concept of the absurd view, Divine 

truth resides in man, whose life becomes his own absurd 

creation, a fantasy of a "higher fidelity that negates 

the gods and raises rocks" (123). 
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Miss Julia Mortimer, a ludicrously comic figure to 

the Beecham/Renfro/Vaughn family is, in this respect, 

like Sisyphus, an absurd creator. In her letter to 

Judge Moody she finally sees that "you can profit from 

knowing that you needn't be ashamed to crawl--to keep 

on crawling, to be proud to crawl to where you can't 

crawl any further. • There's a measure of enjoyment 

in it" (299). Douglas Messerli points out that the 

lesson Miss Julia must learn is that it is in man's 

nature to "struggle against his fallen condition," his 

ignorance, to try to recapture Eden. Ignorance, 

however, is our only strength and the very weapon we 

use to fight (366). 

Ignorance, or at least, a "shrugging-off" of the 

world beyond Banner, is the trait of which Beulah's 

family is most proud. They equate their refusal to be 

taught with the love and reverence of family that the 

reunion ritualizes. This shrugging off function of 

Welty's humor, the focus of the fourth chapter, 

suggests a passive-aggressive defiance that flaunts 

itself. Old jalopies kick up red clay dust spent from 

growing gigantic, bursting watermelons; a too

expensive, new tin roof blinds heaven in defiance of 

hostile nature and an antagonistic world. Furthermore, 
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as both Elizabeth Kerr and Michael Kreyling suggest, as 

long as the family can validate itself by resurrecting 

its origins, repeating the timeless and cyclical life 

process through storytelling, they are freed, in 

Kreyling's words, "by their own myth" and from "the 

consequences of their actions" as well as "from 

confrontation with change" and death (Kerr 140). 

The comedy of wit, luck, and magic triumphs over 

both of these suspensions of the life process (Gross 

EW: Critical Essays 340) to create what Helmuth 

Plessner calls "answerable situations" to be attained 

at any price (141). The myth of Jack Renfro as comic 

savior, touchingly innocent, compassionate, and 

confident of his role as family magician, reaches 

transcendent heights when Jack, speaking of the 

family's chief antagonist Miss Julia, admits, Christ

like: "I reckon I even love her. I heard her story" 

(361). Blind faith in the living moment is comical in 

its acceptance of life's absurdity. 

My conclusion plumbs Welty's statement that humor 

also takes form as "something Southern," a view, I will 

suggest, that gives shape to the labyrinth of issues 

mentioned in the previous chapters. As a self

conscious comic writer, Welty takes her place with 
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local colorists George Washington Harris, Augustus 

Baldwin Longstreet, Thomas B. Thorpe, and Samuel L. 

Clemens. Her use of an ironic and non-omniscient 

narrator, however, gives her work more texture than the 

earlier vernacular tales and invites a deeper level of 

reader involvement. 

In Harris's Sut Lovingood's yarns the reader must 

accept (or reject) Sut's nihilistic philosophy spun out 

in tortured dialect without another layer of 

consciousness to temper or modify Sut's outrageous and 

dehumanizing antics. Recounted to a "straight man," 

George, who moves the narrative along by asking 

straightforward, pedestrian questions in standard 

English, Sut's tales are a catalogue of sadistic plots 

against symbols of authority who constantly beleager 

him: doctors, sheriffs, preachers, lawyers, and women. 

When Sut tells George that he has been helping to salt 

down Mrs. Yardley in "Mrs. Yardley's Quilting" George 

does not understand Sut's metaphorical language. Sut 

explains in detail, "Fixin her fur rotten cumfurtably, 

kiverin her up wif sile, tu keep the buzzards frum 

cheatin the wurms;" and George helpfully replies, "Oh, 

you have been helping to bury a woman" (Forkner and 

Samway 177). Harris's approach creates a dialectical 
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opposition between Sut's comically graphic and visceral 

representation and George's formally correct but dull 

assessment that has been the subject of various 

critical interpretations. One can not help but laugh 

at Sut's appalling behavior. The most persistent 

interpretation, however, as Blair points out, is that 

whereas Harris's "astonishingly apt imagery, cadence, 

dialect, and sense of timing" stagger the reader with 

his "comic genius," his energy and "unleashed 

imagination" camouflage the "underlying anarchy" that 

Sut's yarns celebrate and George does not refute. 

Blair writes, "George refuses to be shocked, to 

condemn, or to help readers discover an alternative to 

Sut's evaluations of human behavior and method for 

coping with the world ••• it must have been Harris's 

conscious intention" (217). 

Welty's narrator, on the other hand, creates 

alternative impressions through language that the 

reader must analyze along with the characters' 

dialogue. Descriptive phrases like, "turning her rose 

face in its wide-brimmed hat from side to side again, 

as if to accept praise from all corners of the world" 

(159) and "the little sprung-up cedars pointed up 

darkly out of the clay, like the hairs in Brother 
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Bethune's ears" (385) prompts the reader to add the 

narrator's subjective rendering of the scene to his 

imaginative engagement with the text. The result is an 

opacity that dims the reader's view of Welty's 

"intention" but encourages an emotional and 

intellectual dialect with the text that is more 

valuable than searching for the author's message. 

Trying to locate Welty's aesthetic intention is, 

perhaps, the ultimate losing battle. 

Because her characters are enigmatic and 

provocative even though their colloquialisms, daily 

life, and manners as reported by the narrator (who, 

perhaps, is not a native Southerner) deceptively appear 

to be "typically" Southern, the critical response to 

this novel has been diverse. Since both reader and 

narrator are interpreters of the dialogue-- imbueing 

unexplained actions with significance, and attempting 

judgments without full knowledge--there is no final 

authority whose acknowledgment or silence helps the 

reader receive Welty's message. Thus, by engaging the 

male-oriented, Southwestern tall tale form to 

illuminate the multiplicity of her female-oriented 

world view, Welty invites the reader to be willing to 

suspend judgment. The result is a more sophisticated 
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aesthetic work culled from Southern particulars. 

In addition, Welty's copious dialogue also 

exploits the rhetorical mode, the "traditional Southern 

mode of discourse," which assumes a receptive, sexless 

listener (Devlin EW's Chronicle 149). Resembling the 

Sut Lovingood yarns not only in its concerns with 

classic and Christian myth and the pervading sense of 

flux and transition that symbolizes the legendary chaos 

of the American frontier (Wimsatt and Phillips 156), 

Losing Battles also hints at a parodic return to Gothic 

fiction. Produced in the antebellum South, this genre 

is replete with mysterious births and missing parents 

[Gloria's and Beulah's], separated lovers [Gloria and 

Jack], kidnaping [Lady May's daring exploits], 

robberies [the safe and the ring], and shipwrecks [the 

stranded automobile] (Wimsatt 92). This poor Southern 

family epitomizes the necessity to gaze insistently 

into a mirror, and the inevitable futility of that 

gaze. 

Camus writes: "So long as the mind keeps silent in 

the motionless world of its hopes, everything is 

reflected and arranged in the unity of its nostalgia" 

(18). The Beecham/Renfro/Vaughn clan quiet their minds 

by "showing off," which is exactly what Welty's humor 
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intends. The reader is expected to fill in the blanks 

with her own mental activity. 



Chapter One: A Way of Entry 

"Everywheres I look is 
Beecham, Beecham, Beecham." 

Eudora Welty's father considered fiction an 

unreliable representation of "truth." Nevertheless he 

enjoyed humorous fiction, a pleasure he shared with his 

daughter. Welty writes: 

Why is it, I wonder, that humor didn't count? 
Wodehouse, for one, whom both of us loved, 
was a flawless fiction writer. But I was not 
to be in time to show him what I could do, to 
hear what he thought, on the evidence, of 
where I was headed (One Writer's 82). 

In Losing Battles Welty invokes a profusion of 

comic theories through the gestures and the speech of 

her multitude of characters. The humor functions as a 

spotlight--exposing a scenic mood and bringing it into 

focus--but also a flashlight--guiding the reader into 

the murky depths of her character's mind only to offer 

a quick peek, a limited view. As a mode of entry, 

humor is the window through which Welty's readers may 

glimpse the workings of her imagination and possibly 

discover a reflection of their own "truth." 

As Robert Heilman points out, there are two 

21 



22 

identifiable categories into which Welty's language 

falls--the qualifying, scene-setting, monitoring voice 

of the narrator and the bantering and elocutionary 

vernacular of the characters (282). Although the 

narrative is driven primarily by dialogue, the narrator 

sets the tone and maintains the critical mediation 

between the fictional world and the reader. By 

interpreting the events for the reader using the words 

"like, "as," "as if," and "as though," 3 the narrator is 

creating a layer of removal from authenticity while at 

the same time connecting with the reader's 

consciousness by moving back and forth between 

stereotypical generalizations the reader can exemplify 

in the recesses of her own memory. 

Granny Vaughn, for example, is reduced to a 

feeble, senile, caricature of an old woman by the 

narrator's representation. "Granny raised her wavering 

finger as if it could find what to point at" (181). 

Furthermore, by seeking the reader's complicity with a 

humorous illustration, the narrator is dehumanizing 

Granny. Judging her behavior as comically symptomatic 

of advanced age, the narrator removes both herself and 

the reader from the universal effects of aging with a 

"cheap shot." "They all looked quickly at Granny, but 
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she was busy licking up syrup in her spoon" (7). We 

are amused in spite of ourselves. 

Granny also is represented as the reigning 

matriarch--set in her ways and resigned to her family's 

stupidity: "When they looked at Granny, Granny looked 

back at them without blinking, as if she'd long ago 

decided how much it was worth her while to set them 

right about anything" (182). Her over-large clothing 

wrapped around her like a shawl and the rather 

imperious way she approaches her special chair as if 

ascending a throne suggests a queenly presence: "The 

old lady took her seat in the rocking chair. She 

precisely adjusted her hat •••• Her purplish-black 

cambric dress was by now many sizes too large and she 

was furled in by it" (9). From the beginning, Welty 

draws on cliches about the elderly--that they are 

contrary, always "fighting help," and often an 

irascible recipient of overly enthusiastic cheering 

up--to blunt the reader's perceptions. Granny's 

essential personality is eventually revealed in relief 

against automatic, unseeing judgments the reader may 

have made in entering the fictional world. But first 

the reader must be tempted to empathize with the 

narrator as a fellow outsider, and to enter the story 
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on the narrator's terms. 

Welty's narrator's tone vacillates between 

sympathy and superiority. At times the choice of 

details divulges a vaguely disparaging attitude, 

suggesting that there is something about the character 

or scene described that the reader must condescend to, 

indulge, or at least accommodate. Whether the 

character is meant to be laughed at, pitied, or, 

perhaps, revered as a repository of wisdom is difficult 

to ascertain. The description of Beulah ' s "sharp 

cheekbones and eyes "blue as jewels" early in the 

novel, for example, establishes an image that 

personifies the quality of anticipation, apprehension, 

or perhaps, strain that primes the reader for her 

ebullient personality yet hints at the heart-ache that 

Beulah is driven to hide with her enthusiam: "This old 

lady's one granddaughter was in her late forties, tall, 

bony, impatient in movement, with brilliantly scrubbed 

skin that stretched to the thinnest and pinkest it 

could over the long, talking countenance" (4). The 

reader is inclined to pity her, especially when the 

narrator details her deep and abiding love for her 

frail and aged grandmother. One can not help but think 

that the apprehension that shows on Beulah's face is 
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linked to her grandmother's proximity to death. 

Mr. Renfro, on the other hand, whose prime 

physical characteristic is that he limps, is described 

in accordance with Aristotle's elitist theory that 

comedy is "an imitation of characters of a lower type 

[that] consists in some defect or ugliness which is not 

painful or destructive" (Adams 51): 

When Granny, Miss Beulah, and the children 
took their places at the kitchen table, Mr. 
Renfro came in and joined them. He was 
smaller than Beulah his wife, and walked with 
a kind of hobble that made him seem to give a 
little bow with every step. He came to the 
table bowing to Granny, to his wife, to his 
children, bowing to the day. He took his 
place at the foot of the table. (6) 

The humorous description of Mr. Renfro, the little man 

who became crippled on his wedding day and must defer 

to the world forever, informs the reader that even if 

he were not crippled he would still refuse to impose 

himself intentionally on the world. We therefore feel 

superior to him. The repetition of his bowing suggests 

Bergson's dictum that the attitudes, gestures, and 

movements of the human body are laughable in proportion 

to the extent that they seem less like the human body 

than something mechanical (quoted in Boston 135) or 

animal. His "place" at the foot of the table--the last 

to be seated--indicates his position in the family. 
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When Mr. Renfro bends to give Granny her birthday kiss, 

she tells him his nose is cold (7). 

While the rest of the family is screaming, 

teasing, and jockeying for center stage, Mr. Renfro 

spends the day repeatedly staggering under the weight 

of "torpedo-sized" watermelons, carrying them "with the 

long halves facing outward from his arms, like the 

tablets of the Ten Commandments" (195). Watermelons are 

the only crop Mr. Renfro is able to produce in 

quantity. Continuously thumping and cracking melons as 

if performing a solemn ritual, his offering of the 

"bursting" heart of the melon to each giggling, 

"accepting" girl in the family to "drown her face in" 

(214) is a symbolic baptism into the family. Although 

he knows nothing about conventional manly pursuits--Mr. 

Renfro was not in the war, he lost his business for no 

apparent reason, and he is ineffectual in a crisis--he 

exists by maintaining a constant state of faltering, 

waffling, non-assertiveness. Even his dynamite is old 

and unreliable, and he is presented by Welty as an 

inept but always accommodating character, a 

fundamentally comic figure. At the end of the day when 

he bends once more to kiss Granny goodnight, she turns 

away so that all he kisses is her ear. "'Suppose 
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something had happened to me while you gapped,' she 

said, and he bowed his way inside" (357). 

Mr. Renfro is an example of an aspect of the comic 

that, Bergson contends, calls our attention to the 

physical when it should be the moral that is presented 

(Boston 93). A weak father figure, he defies 

conventional male behavior even in his uneven gait and 

unimposing demeanor, a gap that Beulah tries to fill 

with her decisiveness, her frantic activity, and her 

scornful remarks about "manfoolishness." Albeit on the 

surface Mr. Renfro appears foolish and incompetent, his 

spirit resides within "the comic attitude," which 

according to Kenneth Burke is "a mode of acceptance, 

accommodation, and celebration, and is ~Mankind's only 

hope'" (Simon 14). 

For several of the characters, the human 

aspiration for something more that comprises the 

concept of hope is subsumed by an unflinching 

confidence. The acrobatic feats and frenetic gestures 

performed by nine-year-old Etoyle, Jack, Gloria, and 

Lady May transform the ambush of Judge Moody's car at 

Banner Top into a Max Sennett farce. A fantastic 

series of proceedings wherein Jack's pants rip, 

Gloria's dress blows over her head, and the baby is 
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frantically passed from Gloria to Jack (who tries to 

pass her to Aycock who refuses to accept responsibility 

for her while Jack and Gloria are both careening down 

the hill) is a mental picture that is probably familiar 

to Welty's fellow Buster Keaton fans (One Writer's 36): 

Jack held out the baby to Aycock, he 
parried with his guitar. Lady May gave a 
shriek. She turned herself around and 
plastered herself to Jack's chest, legs like 
a frog's. Binding him around the neck with 
her arms, ramming her head into his croaking 
throat, she pumped out soft, anticipatory 
cries on her own little bellows. 

Jack's eyes bulged. His toes suddenly 
turned unnaturally outwards. 

"Stop, Jack stop, Jack S-T-0-P stop!" 
Gloria's voice called from below, fading 
while it spelled. "Lady May hates downhill!" 
(119) 

In this passage Jack appears to be just as much a fool 

as his father in his abortive attempt to run Judge 

Moody into the ditch. As he sprints, "taking short, 

frantic steps as though he'd been caught naked" and 

then "shuddering on his heels straight down a washboard 

of clay" (119), Jack resembles not only the comedians 

of silent film days but all "agents of chaos who upset 

the ordered, bourgeois, respectable standards of the 

waking world" (Boston 145). We laugh at them, Boston 

writes, because their behavior reenacts our secret 

desires to challenge obstructions (145). Jack lands in 



29 

a flower bed, holding the baby safely above his head. 

The reader's awareness of his intense concern for Lady 

May is necessary for his actions to seem comic. If 

either had been badly hurt, Jack's futile attempts to 

remain upright would have been viewed, in retrospect, 

as pathetic and fruitless. 

In Freud's view, the exaggerated movement that is 

ineffectual and inexpedient is comic because there is 

too great an expenditure of energy on bodily function 

in comparison to mental function (Corrigan 752). 

However, the exaggerated, ineffectual but expedient 

movement is also comical, as in Jack's heroic attempts 

to stop his fall. Moreover, the titillating prospect 

of the Edenic young couple's hidden nakedness is 

Rabelaisan in its "mixed style," its incongruity of 

content (the righteous and honorable quest for 

vengeance) and form (the ludicrous obstacles that 

require, instead of heroics, anti-heroics to execute 

the quest) (Boston 153). 

Gloria, thinking that she can encourage Jack to 

perform the impossible by spelling out her command, 

believes she can actually prevent his fall by telling 

him to stop. Expecting him to act heroically through 

mental effort and sheer will power bolstered by her own 
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encouragement, she shows herself to be equally foolish. 

Her faith in logic, rational thinking, and the human 

will is an obstacle that she must overcome to fit into 

the family. The unpredictable Lady May is her agent of 

change. 

When Lady May escapes from Jack's arms into the 

street, Gloria flings herself over the baby in front of 

Judge Moody's moving car, forcing the judge to swerve 

up the hill to avoid them. Jack considers the Judge's 

quick maneuver as life saving as the press of his own 

arms around Lady May during his unplanned tumble down 

the hill. In this respect both the Judge and Jack are 

images of the same life-affirming impulse--Jack's, 

which focuses on constraint and defiance against 

uncontrollable forces, and Judge Moody's, which focuses 

on circumvention and avoidance of impending doom. As 

Plessner points out, the nature of an expression 

requires that it have [at least] two aspects: "the 

bodily configuration of the visually presented and the 

inner intention" (57). 

The humor presented here in physical and 

accessible terms simplifies the complex concept of the 

helpless "Fall of Man" and the sometimes absurd 

techniques human beings use to delay the Fall to avoid 
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death. Judge Moody, by interrupting his forward motion 

to avert certain death, puts his car in a suspended 

state that is humorous because of its death-defying and 

triumphant implausibility. The Buick's precarious 

state is laughable because of the anticipation of its 

eventual and inevitable collapse and the mental picture 

of simple-minded Aycock Comfort huddled in the back 

seat. Thus, the reader too is held in suspense, but 

comfortably so. 

Colloquial speech and unstructured, rule-breaking 

syntax are another means by which Welty allows the 

reader to mentally relax into her fictional world. 

Informal and nonthreatening, conspicuous by its very 

presence in a work of arts and letters, the vernacular 

assumes an attitude of casual acceptance in the reader 

that is proportionate with the risk of misunderstanding 

that is inherent in the use of non-standard English 

(Bryant 81). Mary Ann Ferguson notes that two 

reviewers labeled Losing Battles a "six-act grand old 

opry" and "a bucolic ballad" 4 (305), assessments that 

trivialize the novel's value and overlook its subtlety. 

The Southern-ness of the work is, perhaps, simply 

a practicality. Welty is a Southern writer using 

familiar details and associations to make a point. In 
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interviews both with Jan Nordby Gretlund, 1978 (212-

13), and John Griffin Jones, 1981 (325), Welty admits 

to having been influenced by Mark Twain and Ring 

Lardner, both of whom excelled in representing 

vernacular speech. James Cox suggests that writers 

"descend" into the vernacular because it frees them 

from the constraints of conventional "morality, logic 

and syntax" and invites the reader to be less reserved 

and non-judgmental as well. 

The "unconscious" vernacular character 
actually becomes their form, evoking from the 
reader a corresponding unconscious indulgence 
of their limitations, inadequacies, and the 
freedom of the "low" language. The conscious 
superiority to and dissociation from the 
victim so utterly essential to the judgment 
and exposure of satirical narration are thus 
suspended in favor of indulgent feelings--the 
precise emotional equivalent of pleasure felt 
to be repressed by the correct, mature, and 
logical syntax of adult society. (115) 

Vernacular humor, then, is a vehicle for 

dramatizing personality (108) so that the reader can be 

drawn into the narrative on a more emotional level; one 

that offers a shortcut to interpretation, but that can 

also be misleading5 at times. Welty's dramatic 

technique of using the "newcomer," Cleo, who needs 

background information in order to make sense of the 

on-going reunion activities, gives purpose to the 
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palavering cacophony of Mississippi voices. Cleo 

performs the function of the reader by questioning and 

speculating, doubting and believing in response to 

explanations, refutations, and general boasting 

(Heilman 273). Sitting in the school chair, Cleo 

formulates her own interpretation of "what they sent 

Jack to the pen for" (21). This is also the reader's 

task. 

Welty's syntax expresses a mood, a sarcastic 

inclination on the part of these characters that 

empowers the reader to create a "present" by piecing 

together the characters' historical fragments, noting 

not only what they say, but how they say it. The 

characters' speech, Heilman points out, is "the 

rhetoric of a self-conscious controlling mind rather 

than that of lay talkers letting fly with native 

woodnotes wild" (284). With each character giving his 

or her consciousness of "the facts," the story of 

Jack's altercation with Curly Stovall must be sewn 

together like a patchwork quilt (Magee 77). Cleo must 

assimilate these stories and come to her own 

conclusion, assessing the personality of the speaker 

while taking into account her own preconceptions and 

assumptions. The speaker's personal vocabulary 
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provides clues to his or her character. Furthermore, 

vernacular speech encourages confidence in the speaker 

as a reliable narrator of his or her own consciously 

constituted story. 

Aunt Nanny, "harnessed" into her dress with 

several watermelons, personifies excess bodily 

pleasure; she is proud of it. Excited by the act of 

storytelling, she repeatedly hitches her chair forward 

to offer her own provocative comments as her husband, 

Percy, initiates the story of Ella Fay. Unable to 

contain her enthusiasm, Nanny tells the group that Ella 

Fay is an almost grown young girl--hungry for sweets. 

She teases Curly with a gold ring, formerly her 

grandmother's, which she pulls out of her blouse. 

Finally, Curly snatches it with his "great paw" and she 

runs away coyly sticking out her tongue. Identifying 

herself with appetite, both culinary and sexual, "Aunt 

Nanny winks at the porchful, 'The first day I had to go 

back to Banner School, I'd get a gnawing and a craving 

for the same thing!'" (22). Her version of Ella Fay's 

encounter portrays the girl as a coquette who teases 

Curly by slowly reaching inside her blouse to produce 

her treasure: 

"Well, he's coming behind Ella Fay and says, 
'Your folks been owing me for seed and feed 
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since time was--and when's your dad going to 
give me the next penny on itl You-all never 
did have anything and never willl And he's 
just about to catch her. She turns around, 
reaches in, slides out in his face the most 
precious treasure there is, a gold ringl And 
that just the way her mind works," said Aunt 
Nanny proudly. (24) 

Aunt Nanny recognizes this pseudo-mating rite and 

accepts it as humorous, but natural: "She's over-hungry 

to be gauding herself up, living in the land o'dreams," 

Aunt Nanny says, winking. "Something like me, back 

when I was a school girl" (25). School is apparently 

the place where the crisis of the coming of age occurs, 

to be accepted, ignored, or refused. Quick to defend 

the honor of "the ring," Jack prances into the store to 

fight with Curly, innocent of the fact that he "wasn't 

due to be a schoolboy much longer." "He didn't know it 

but his days were already numbered," Aunt Nanny grins 

( 25) • 

Colloquialisms like "over-hungry" and "gauding 

herself up" place a predatory slant on Ella Fay's 

schoolgirl fun. Moreover the cliche used to describe 

Jack's impending sexual awakening implies a universal 

acknowledgment of the end of innocence as something 

like a death sentence for the male and a secret weapon 

for the female. "If my wedding dress could talk, I'd 

burn it," Nanny says, with pride (353). Aunt Nanny 
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finds the mating game humorous in its inevitability and 

its status as a source of female power. Married to 

Percy, who is an admirably expressive storyteller, she 

appears to be knowledgeable about unmarried pregnant 

girls throughout Banner (254-55, 275). Her laugh seems 

good-natured, perhaps because she is the 

stereotypically jolly fat person. It may also be the 

laugh of superiority. Gruner suggests that "this 

tendency to vocalize uproariously at just the 

perception of "'sudden glory,' of victory, can be 

thought of as an aspect of what Jung terms the "shadow 

archetype." He explains Jung's premise: "This 

'archetype' consists of the animal instincts which man 

inherited in his evolution from the lower forms of 

life. Consequently, the shadow, to begin with, 

typifies the animal side of man's nature" (52). Aunt 

Nanny often uses aggressive language and animal 

imagery: "Stovalls fry their fish with the hides 

on. • And it's not like Curly would have left a 

wife, had somebody hauled in the store and killed him. 

He's too mean to marry!" (58, 61). 

Ironically, the energy of her physical excess 

expended in eating and provocative speech cannot be 

channeled into a living infant. Her two children died 
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at birth. Her sexual power therefore is fruitless, 

abortive, yet valuable as a source of the sense of 

humor that allows her to live her life without despair. 

According to James Sully, "humor is the response of 

powerless people to conditions beyond their control"; 

laughter is the survival of the weak (quoted in Simon 

207). Aunt Nanny compensates for her childlessness 

with an ebullient sense of humor. 

Mary Anne Ferguson points out that "Losing Battles 

is full of battles lost; its affirmative statement is 

tentative" (307). But the battles are nonetheless 

fought, and the laughter of the weak resounds like Miss 

Julia's school bell, continuously vacillating between 

hope and hopelessness. Like Henry Fielding in Joseph 

Andrews, Welty combines an affinity for the comic epic 

with a psychological comic sense to create a non-heroic 

epic of heroic proportion (Ferguson 305; Heilman 302-

03). She applies the familiar epic structure like a 

grid over gossipy, down-home, family yarns to invite 

the reader to enter with high expectations. Through 

prejudged detail, telling gesture, and emotionally 

authentic dialogue, Welty draws the reader into the 

labyrinthine order of the human consciousness, which is 

multidimensional and, in Schlegel's words, "like the 
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epic, a mirror of the whole circumambient world" 

(quoted in Simon 11). Her absurdist humor reveals an 

ironic-romantic comic attitude that sees spiritual 

value in self-reflexive laughter and invites the reader 

to enter and risk a look in the glass. 



Chapter Two: A Way to Risk 

"Trace chains, well rope, Moody towline, 
fence wire, and Elvie's swing, Ma'am." 

Michael Kreyling calls Eudora Welty's narrative 

experience "the habit of consciousness itself," which 

he suggests may be an "escape" from the silence of 

estrangement. He uses a visual metaphor quoting an 

example from One Writer's Beginnings: 

Riding in her grandfather's buggy, holding 
the reins, Welty remembers that she could not 
see over the horse's hindquarters. 'But 
standing up on the back seat, I could see, 
squinting through the peephole window at the 
back, where the narrow wheels on a rainy 
Sunday sliced the road to chocolate 
ribbons'(p.66) •••• If seeing is blocked in 
one direction, it will find another. (636-
37) 

Welty spontaneously created a new perspective by 

improvising, changing her position, narrowing her 

focus, and viewing her forward motion as one would a 

fresh memory. While the end product, the new way of 

seeing, was undoubtedly a form of escape from the 

constraints imposed by her child-sized height, the risk 

of standing up in a moving vehicle cannot be passed 

over unacknowledged. Risk to the status quo is an 

39 
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inextricable element of improvisation. Whereas 

standing on the seat, probably unbeknownst to her 

grandfather, was Welty's way to improvise, "get around" 

her impaired vision, risking injury by a fall--a fall 

that, viewed with comic detachment, could possibly be 

perceived as laughable if no injury resulted--was 

always an implied and ineradicable drawback. 

Welty uses risk in Losing Battles as the catalyst 

for her characters' comic attempts either to see more 

clearly, or to maintain their sometimes chaotic world 

view. Like jazz improvisation (Goia 589), her words 

express a "sound leading out to the world ••• in 

continuation and modification, ••• the beautiful, 

sober, accretion of a sentence" (Welty quoted in 

Kreyling 637). Through imaginative characterizations, 

Thomas Getz writes, Welty expresses an "improvisational 

attitude toward love, ritual, society, communication," 

which "expresses the dramatic quality of her own mind" 

(48). In Losing Battles the agent of improvisation is 

Jack Renfro. 

During the course of the novel Jack struggles to 

be decisive and autonomous and at the same time to 

maintain the traditions of his family. The negating 

pull converges upon his face making him seem a blank 



41 

slate. Thomas Landess writes, Jack is "implausibly 

innocent for a grown man" (628). His susceptibility 

shows in his "open, blunt-featured face. • • • With his 

eyes flared wide, his face smileless as a child's, he 

stood and waited, with his arms open like gates. Then 

it seemed that the whole reunion at once was trying to 

run in" (71). Innocently open to experience regardless 

of the consequences, 6 Jack has a "limitless capacity 

for love and forgiveness," a quality, Landless argues, 

"that makes him one of the few normative characters in 

the narrative" (628). I would suggest, however, that 

in his undaunted belief in himself as a hero, Jack 

suffers from the same comic delusions as the rest of 

the characters at the reunion. 

Imbued with the power and responsibility 

traditionally allotted to the oldest son, Jack is a 

magnet to the familial claims that tend to control him; 

he must continuously parry and thrust to maintain his 

identity. A brotherly joust with pre-adolescent 

Vaughn--wearing Jack's pants for the occasion 

(72)--suggests Jack's role as compulsory hero in the 

novel. Jack is a hero simply because words have made 

him so, which is why finding fault with him is the 

"easiest way to kill him" (66). Thus, instead of 



42 

finding fault, his relatives encourage him to give the 

family a "second chance" to triumph over the law by 

taking back his benevolent rescue of Judge Moody, and 

instead even the score by ambushing and steering him 

back into the ditch. 

Like the contrapuntal utterances of rapt 

participants in a revival meeting, the cadence of each 

family member's improvisational comments shame, anger, 

and incite Jack into "feeling harder and harder at 

Judge Moody." Words send him plunging to the water 

bucket to quiet the fire his family ignites inside him 

(86) through ever-building emotional appeals designed 

to challenge his highly revered sense of 

responsibility: 

"You mean you'd go hunt him?" Uncle Percy 
whispered. "Now?" ••• "Jack, I just wish 
you could steal back and ruin his day," said 
Aunt Nanny. "That would sure help my 
feelings more than a little." ••• "The old 
Bywy river • • • is just deep enough to give 
'im a splash, " said Uncle Noah Webster with 
his face already beaming. "I feel like I'm 
getting younger by the minute." (84, 85, 86) 

The family vivifies Jack's hero status with the spell 

of their hypnotic rhetoric, prodding him to the point 

where he chooses to redeem his family's honor by 

executing his own judgment against Judge Moody to 

reciprocate the judge's conviction of him. As the 
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purveyor of equity Jack becomes the righteous and 

symbolic repository of the human impetus to justify 

mortal existence to a "higher authority." His mission 

is to reclaim the time Judge Moody misappropriated from 

his family; his quest is to capture one, glorious 

moment of simple justice, however short. For his wife, 

the breath-taking Gloria Short (14), this minute is 

"all in the world she's been waiting on" (94). 

Seymour Gross appraises Welty's comic world view 

as a mischievous eruption of nature and natural 

impulse. By focusing on alternatives to loss, penury, 

or ruination, she exposes "the ways in which the pure 

wish to live prevails in spite of the forces which 

would inhibit its spontaneity" (EW Critical Essays 

320), whether those forces be natural, emotional, or 

legal. Pitted against Judge Moody, Jack Renfro becomes 

a pulverizing intermediary, refusing the temptation to 

issue a final verdict by maintaining his right to make 

personal, ephemeral judgments and thereby remaining 

faithful to Camus's understanding of the absurd (102). 

Unconscious of being manipulated by his passions, and 

of the ultimate absurdity of his actions, he is doomed 

to commit ephemeral acts of will that will never be 

immutable. Suzanne Marrs cites the crucial moment in 
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Jack's learning process as his decision to save the 

Buick dangling on Banner Top. His choice, Marrs 

writes, "converges the love for family, ability to act 

independently, and sense of human mortality implicit in 

his resolve to become Moody's Good Samaritan" (474). 

Jack's acts of "ephemeral creation" expend much energy, 

leave him "hanging over the living edge," and bring him 

back much the worse for wear. His sporadic struggles, 

however, mirror the random battles he must fight in 

life--clashes wherein, as Miss Julia comments in her 

letter to Judge Moody, both sides use the same tactics 

(298). 

Camus labels the random engagement with life an 

"ephemeral creation," comparable to a generative 

thought: 

A profound thought is in a constant state of 
becoming; it adopts the experience of a life 
and assumes its shape. Likewise, a man's 
sole creation is strengthened in its 
successive and multiple aspects: his works. 
One after another, they complement one 
another too. If something brings creation to 
an end, it is not the victorious and illusory 
cry of the blinded artist: "I have said 
everything," but the death of the creator 
which closes his experience and the book of 
his genius. (114) 

Jack, therefore, is Welty's "profound thought," lacking 

within himself the "superhuman consciousness" that is 

required to be an absurd creator, yet cont inuing t o 
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"become" or to generate creative ameliorations to his 

problematic circumstances. With cries of "I still 

believe I can handle trouble just taking it as it 

comes," and "I ain't never licked!" (390-91), Jack 

proclaims the hope that keeps him from becoming a 

modern day Sisyphus (Camus 121). 

Although physically stretched to the snapping 

point, the crucial link in a preposterous human chain, 

Jack has a relentless faith in his ability to soften 

the Buick's fall. Relying on physical strength alone, 

Jack's body is a gestural figure, a physical 

representation of, in Flessner's terms, "mediated 

immediacy" (a term I take to mean the impulse to 

improvise, extemporize, or be expedient) that is 

inherent in risk, opportunity, threat, and simple 

experience. Flessner writes: 

Expression is a fundamental trait of mediated 
immediacy and, like the instrumentality of 
the body, or the objectivity of knowledge, 
corresponds to that tension and entwinement 
which we are always having to adjust, between 
being a body and having a body. (43) 

Jack's belief in the competence of his body to mediate 

all problems is analogous to Christ's sacrifice and is 

in direct opposition to Judge Moody's dependence on the 

mind: "Can't conversation ever cease? Can't anybody 
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offer just a single idea? It takes thinking! We've 

got to think1" 7 However, not even Gloria can save Jack 

from "the consequences of his irrepressible hospitality 

to come what may" (Gross Comic Imagination 321). 

Gloria's mode of risk-taking is different. It 

consists of the manipulation of appearances, primarily 

her own and Lady May's. Although Jack is the Renfro 

who exudes confidence, Gloria uses the tools of the 

"confidence man" to create a scene, a mood that often 

seems inappropriate and anachronistic for the 

situation. The reader is frequently bewildered by her. 

She keeps her integrity intact, however, despite 

assaults by the family. Because she does not speak to 

the crowd except in defense, she does not control her 

life within this family, thus is a failure as a 

manipulator of scenes. Dressed in her wedding dress 

and starched white high heels, she perches amidst the 

red clay dust, an incongruous oddity, gazing out in the 

distance as if she were playing the part of a waiting 

wife rather than experiencing it. Her air of 

superiority and affectation is laughable and she is 

ridiculed by the Renfro children: "Set still, Sister 

Gloria, keep your hands folded! Don't get your dress 

dirty! You got plenty-enough to do, just waiting, 
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waiting, waiting on your husband!" (20). When Jack 

arrives she boils water and invites him to shave before 

he is seen by Lady May, who has been shielded from the 

outside world. Lady May's skin is white and tender, 

like Gloria's; she has not yet partaken of "common, 

ordinary" table food, just breast milk. Gloria avoids 

the threat of a loss of self by eluding the Renfro 

family's prying love, and she does this by trying to 

isolate and control her individual moments in the 

family eye for the best visual effect. To Aunt Beck 

she is a fairy tale character; to Aunt Birdie she is as 

cool as a cake of ice; to Uncle Noah Webster she looks 

delicious. Welty's narrator describes her lyrically as 

snowy, sprinkled with nutmeg, her red-gold hair 

surrounding her head like an "organ stool"--halo-like 

(15). Because she chooses not to enter the 

storytelling life of the family, her story is 

appropriated and she must fend off the mother and 

father figures that the family thrust on her. 

The role of the confidence man as a teller of 

tales, Hauck writes, is to tell stories that require 

that people believe in one another on the basis of 

appearances (64). Gloria's refusal to initiate stories 

precludes her from a successful portrayal of that role, 



48 

so consequently no one takes her seriously preferring 

instead to see her as something like a fairy princess. 

Since "common sense" is her only offering to the day's 

proceedings, her pleas for isolation from his huge, 

demanding dynasty are virtually ignored by Jack, who 

tolerates her advice indulgently because she is a 

perfect "little wife" (421). 

Meredith's early observations about comedy are 

hinted at in Gloria's character development. He states 

that comedy offers women a chance to allow their wit 

(if they have it) free play. In a high comedy, the 

female wit usually results in a disclosure of common 

sense. The higher the comedy, the more prominent the 

woman's part in it (14). Gloria is a parody of 

Meredith's common-sense woman. She attempts to use 

logic to thread her way through a labyrinth of 

nonsense. However, just as Jack is the embodiment of 

mediated immediacy, Gloria is a paradox, trapped in a 

time warp signified by her name. Therein lies her 

humor. Her fastidious appearance, mincing ways, and 

invisible appetite amidst the noise, the dogs, and the 

food are a challenge to the reunion. Gloria 

purposefully manipulates her experiences to keep her 

environment from influencing her the way that Jack's 
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environment influences him. Cleaving to the pseudo

mythic roles of attentive wife and protective mother, 

Gloria naively projects the high expectations of her 

teacher role onto her role in the family resulting in a 

personality that Beulah cannot "read." 

Beulah considers herself the matriarch of an 

extended, deeply rooted lineage, complete with loose 

ends and stragglers, friends and enemies, the living 

and the dead. Moreover, she is the mother of the 

savior of a dynasty without end. The reunion feast, 

plentiful despite a drought, attests to an unshakable 

family spirit. Dainty Gloria, by contrast, aspires to 

be the fantasy mother of a fully controlled pedigree 

championed by an authentic hero. In her estimation, 

she, Jack, and Lady May are a faultless culmination, a 

holy trinity that must be removed from the roil to 

preserve their finished perfection. Since Gloria is an 

orphan who broke away from the only family she knew, 

Miss Julia, to marry Jack, she wants Jack to renounce 

all family ties as well. But Jack's whole identity 

depends on his position in the family circle; he cannot 

start a new one. Gloria, then, finds that she is a 

living contradiction--an offshoot of the growth process 

of the family as well as an initiator of new growth. 
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Her fate is to join and at the same time resist joining 

the circle: to continuously start over again. Kant's 

theory that laughter arises from "a strained 

expectation reduced suddenly to nothing" (Olson 6) can 

be linked to the inability to distinguish progress from 

regress while traveling in a circle. 

Kant's theory that comedy is the response to the 

contradiction between noumena (objects apprehended by 

pure thought) and phenomena (objects as "appearances," 

thought of in terms of categories) "opened the door" to 

subsequent theorists to make the same connection (Simon 

14). Kierkegaard, writing under the pseudonym Anti-

Climacus in Training in Christianity, describes 

contradiction as [l] the life of Christ, both God and 

man, and [2] the unity of jest and earnest: 

The first contradiction is not one 
Kierkegaard can repeat; the second therefore 
is the Christian repetition. "A 
communication which is the unity of jest and 
earnest is such a sign of contradiction. It 
is by no means a communication, it is 
impossible for him who receives it to tell 
directly which it is, because the 
communication does not directly communicate 
either jest or earnest." (Simon 83-84) 

The primary contradiction in Losing Battles is in the 

way that Beulah and Gloria each view their primary 

role. Beulah is the head of a family in flux, still 

developing, and Gloria is the head of what she feels is 
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a consummate family. Their roles, although the same, 

perform disparate functions, a contradiction that is 

similar to Kant's definition of the concept as the life 

of Christ as both man and God. The reader's response 

to Welty's dramatization of this contradiction, 

however, is comic. Clearly, Beulah's relationship with 

Gloria is a classic example of the "mother-in-law" 

joke. 

Gloria's creating of an ideal category of Renfro 

is what makes her difficult for the family to "read." 8 

Her contradictory situation invites repeated attempts 

on the part of the family to place her into already 

established categories i.e. teacher, mother, wife, 

lover. Gloria herself also experiences difficulty in 

juggling the pre-judged roles of lover and nurturer: 

"It's hard to help somebody and keep them out of 

trouble at the same time. But through it all I tried 

to keep my mind on the future" (421). She comes to 

realize, however, that stability is not guaranteed by 

the future; her trial will continue: "But you'll do it 

again. • • • put me in the same fix! You risked your 

life for them! And now look at you" (421). Jack 

merely grins in amusement. 

Meredith suggests that "the test of the true 
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comedy is that it shall awaken thoughtful laughter" 

(47). To that Bergson adds that laughter is, in fact, 

a social gesture (74), a "tie that binds." The last 

laugh, however, is God's, Boston suggests. "God 

deliberately designed the universe in a complicated 

manner to provide Himself amusement in the explanations 

produced by human beings in their attempts to 

understand it" (45). He quotes Milton's "Paradise 

Lost": 

• • • or if they list to try 
Conjecture, he his fabric of the Heav'ns 
Hath left to their disputes, perhaps to move 
His laughter at their quaint opinions wide 
Hereafter, when they come to model Heav'n 
And calculate the stars. (45) 

Man's calculations and conjectures are a part of God's 

game, His play. Spencer's theory, that play is an 

overflow of excess energy, and Huizinga's notion that 

the roots of play lie in the concept of illusion are 

descriptive, but inconclusive (Boston 41). Like comic 

theories, play theories are as adaptable as their 

theorists are imaginative. Both Spencer's and 

Huizinga's theories are, however, applicable to an 

interpretation of Welty's bustling world of the 

Vaughn/Renfro/Beecham family. Moreover, I would 

suggest that the concept of energy and illusion may be 
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encompassed in one, concrete image that expresses both 

the notion of God as the Source of power and "light" 

and the notion of man as a paltry reflection. The 

image is the brand new, shiny tin roof. 

Reflecting Heaven, the roof mirrors the universe's 

own chaotic and random energy and guides Jack, the hero 

of disorder, back home. In holding a mirror up to God, 

the Renfros are "tempting Providence" to reveal a 

contradiction just as they divulge their 

inconsistencies from within the safe hiding place of 

role playing. Because in a labyrinth of mirrors there 

is no end, Jack will endure--will "go on working the 

rest of his life to pay for that roof" (354)--as long 

as he has the energy to aggravate and be aggravated by 

Curly Stovall: 

"He'll be justice of the peace by day after 
tomorrow. Oh, Jack, does this mean it'll all 
happen over again?" "It's a start •••• But 
for right now, Gloria, there's a lot of doing 
I got to catch up with at home. We got to 
eatl That's the surest thing I know. But I 
still got my strength." (435) 

Welty risks a hope that God's strength and patient 

endurance will match Jack's and that the game will 

always be tied. But for now, the reader is the 

referee. 



Chapter Three: A Way to Endure 

"I've got it to stand 
and I've got to stand it." 

In an article exploring the uses of magic and 

enchantment in Frontier humor and also in Welty's The 

Robber Bridegroom, Merrill Skaggs quotes from Bruno 

Bettleheim's The Uses of Enchantment. Bettleheim 

claims that fairy tales endure because they offer 

examples of "psychologically satisfactory solutions" to 

universal quandaries thereby relieving "severe inner 

pressures"--sometimes only temporarily, sometimes 

permanently (Studies Amer. Humor 97, 101). Skaggs 

states further that fairy tales 

provide a cultural escape valve while they 
consistently encourage their hearers to 
engage in "the hazardous struggles without 
which one can never achieve true identity." 
Bettleheim feels that the most important 
ingredient of all fairy tales is the promise 
of success, of simpleton's or everyman's 
eventually inheriting the kingdom he lives 
in. ( 97) 

Although Bettleheim's research is currently being 

re-evaluated, I nevertheless would suggest that in 

structure and content Losing Battles also follows his 

54 
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concept of the basic fairy tale formula, which assures 

the reader that "everyman" can be a hero (99). As 

Skaggs discovers in Robber Bridegroom, several of the 

objectives Bettleheim denotes in fairy tales may be 

delivered by Southwestern tall tales with which Losing 

Battles also has affinities. The frequent references 

to folk songs, the anthropomorphic imagery, the active 

storytelling, the link between a "lost" gold ring and 

marriage or sexual awakening, and the proud disavowal 

of written communication and legal documents bear 

semblances of folklore. Generated out of the primitive 

mind, folklore is a creation that voices the condition 

of the oral tradition as "illiterate." 

The Beecham/Renfro clan are smug about their level 

of literacy. Beulah, who deliberately decided against 

becoming a teacher, reacts defensively to the 

disenchanted teacher Miss Lexie•s9 questions about 

Jack's impending arrival: 

"What kind of post card did he manage to 
send you?" asked Miss Lexie. 

"My oldest boy never did unduly care for 
pencil and paper," Miss Beulah retorted. 
"But you couldn't make him forget Granny's 
birthday Sunday to save your life. He knows 
who's here and waiting on him--that's 
enough!" (16) 

Beulah is proud that her son's priorities do not need 

to be legitimized in writing to be praiseworthy. 
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Beulah's extended family challenges the decline of 

its culture, brought on by the intrusion of state

enforced education and the encroachment of the material 

and political world, by telling stories that reflect 

their heritage. Hence, the Beechams have no doubt that 

Jack will indeed come to the reunion because they know 

that he is more closely bound by family ritual than by 

any civil institution. 10 By opposing all authority 

figures the Beecham/Renfro clan verify their familial 

microcosm--casting a self-validating judgment upon a 

system that is actively judging them. 

Facetious remarks aimed at various antagonists 

Curly Stovall, Miss Julia Mortimer -- reassure them 

that their folkways will prevail. Uncle Percy, for 

example, refers the individuality and particularity of 

his tale about Jack and Curly Stovall's altercation 

back to the habits of the Banner residents as they 

perform their prescribed roles, as if the purpose of 

the story is to show how people react to Curly rather 

than to explain why Jack was sent to jail. 

To illustrate, Baptist Brother Bethune visits the 

store while Curly is trussed up in the coffin, but is 

oblivious to his calls for help. Brother Bethune needs 

more than "a Methodist store keeper getting stuck in 
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his own coffin to take his mind off his own business" 

(35). Gloria, experiencing her first day of teaching 

school, reprimands Curly from across the street because 

his racket is disturbing her lesson. The neighbors' 

responses to Curly's being jammed into his own coffin, 

unable to get out, makes obvious Curly's alienation 

from the community. Thus, Jack is more vindicated than 

condemned by Uncle Percy's version of the story. No 

one helps Curly Stovall because, as store keeper, 

mortgage holder, and political candidate, he wields the 

kind of power in the community that constrains 

individual autonomy. In this sense he is like Miss 

Julia Mortimer, whom Gloria tries to emulate but cannot 

because she falls in love with the community hero and 

can no longer preserve her outsider status. 

Curly, although part of the Banner community, is 

the family nemesis. 11 Without his recurrent antagonism 

Jack would become less a hero; therefore he must remain 

outside of the family but within the community. 

Furthermore, not only is it necessary for Jack to 

frustrate and be frustrated by Curly to be a hero, but 

also their conflict is a vital element of Jack's 

autonomous manhood. When Ella Fay suggests that Curly 

will one day be her husband, Jack is outraged: 
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"Curly! Our battles'll be called off 
before they start! We'll all be one happy 
family!" Jack cried. "I'll have to bow you a 
welcome into my own house where I can't 
lather you!" He pulled Curly to his feet and 
yelled in his face, "With Uncle Homer out of 
the running, we'll even have to vote for you 
from now on!" 

"And you all vote as a family. That's a 
hundred votes right there," said Curly. He 
put his baseball cap on again, visor to the 
back. ( 412) 

Jack's language reinforces his family role as hero, 

which he must accept to the detriment of his individual 

manhood. His use of the word "bow" reflects his 

father's defused masculinity in the Renfro household. 

His father is far from a hero. For the first time, 

Jack is conscious of the difference between family and 

individual identity and the unstable harmony of the 

two. Plessner relates consciousness to the ability to 

"insert oneself into the connection between [oneself 

and one's] 'opposite,' which takes place within the 

framework of relations, references, cues to action, and 

connotations" (156). This perception of self can be 

related to having a comic distance from oneself in 

order to see oneself: the conscious act of looking in a 

mirror. 

Jack's awareness of his divided self, his act of 

looking in the mirror, instigates the power struggle 
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during which Jack insults Curly's pride and Curly uses 

physical force to knock him unconscious. He then cuts 

off Jack's shirt tail and "hammers it to the cross beam 

along with all the other shirt tails" (413)--the 

masculine equivalent of the humiliating watermelon 

scene to which Gloria is subjected at the reunion. "I 

knew it would happen someday," Gloria says, stroking 

his head in her lap and leaning against a telephone 

post, symbol of civilization, which resembles "the 

gnawed pith of a giant stalk of sugar cane." Jack's 

defiance of family and the assertion of his own 

individuality is what Gloria wants. The risks of 

asserting his manhood, however, also presume its 

potential loss, not only to Jack but to Gloria--a 

lesson she has still to learn even at the novel's end. 

She sighs, "Oh Jack, you don't even hear our bridge. 

When we were young we used to chase each other on it, 

back and forth, like running through a eat's cradle" 

(414). Jack returns to consciousness, however, a new 

man, a man who for the first time is aware of another 

man's (not woman's) individual, on-going consciousness. 

Of the man who has come to haul away his truck after 

having disappeared long ago, Jack says: "To think 

that's the way Mr. Comfort elected to put in his 
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appearance. After all this time, being given up maybe 

for dead" (418). Mr. Comfort exists for Jack beyond 

Jack's thought of him, and always has, but this is 

Jack's first realization of such a concept. Thus, 

having faced his separateness, his loss of truck, 

horse, and pride, Jack looks away from the mirror his 

family holds before him and faces the emptiness that is 

also a kind of victory of the self: "There's been just 

about a clean sweep" (434). But this too is temporary. 

Jack still cannot survive without his family armor. 

His badge of honor is an "imperfectly opened" eye given 

to him by his daughter's foot; the "new lump blossoming 

on his forehead" is the emblem of a demand for "his 

mother's kiss" (435-36). Jack's body is the link 

between two generations. 

As Messerli points out, "it is only in their 

presentism that the Renfros and Beechams survive. What 

is protecting them is exactly what is saving the 

[judge's] car: the words which tell their own doom" 

(356). This spirit of sheer determination is not unlike 

Sartre's assessment of Sisyphus' "silent joy": 

At that subtle moment when man glances 
backward over his life, Sisyphus returning 
toward his rock, in that slight pivoting he 
contemplates that series of unrelated actions 
which becomes his fate, created by him, 
combined under his memory's eye and soon 
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sealed by his death. Thus, convinced of the 
wholly human origin of all that is human, a 
blind man eager to see who knows that the 
night has no end, he is still on the go. The 
rock is still rolling. (123) 

What saves Sisyphus is the unflinching 

consciousness of his endless and ultimately purposeless 

human life-work: "The lucidity that was to constitute 

his torture at the same time crowns his victory. There 

is no fate that cannot be surmounted by scorn" (121). 

The Beecham/Renfros undoubtedly garner much pleasure 

from their scornful laughter. Jack, on the other hand, 

would probably substitute the pleasure of a hymn for 

lofty denunciation--grace under pressure: "We shall 

come rejoicing I Bringing in the sheaves!" (436). 

The pleasure derived from comedy's attempt to free 

the mind, if just for a moment, from the pressure of 

earthly constraints and the ultimatum of death is the 

distinguishing goal of American humor (Bier 462). 

Welty relies on this metaphysical aspect of humor to 

effect a sense of the ephemeral. She writes, 

It is by the ephemeral that our feeling is so 
strongly aroused for what endures, or strives 
to endure. One time compellingly calls up 
the other. Thus the ephemeral, being alive 
only in the present moment, must be made to 
live in the novel as now, while it 
transpires, in the transpiring. (Eye of Story 
168) 

As long as the family is in the throes of evolving, 
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they will not die out. Their conviction that Jack 

will, as his mother says, "resurrect something out of 

nothing" denies the reality that the farm is dying; 

however, their unflagging belief that Jack can conquer 

hostile nature gives them the will to survive in spite 

of the "facts." In Jack they have a god they can speak 

to and influence--a god who, like Christ, is happy to 

sacrifice himself: "I'm glad Uncle Nathan didn't have 

to go to the pen. As long as I went and took my turn, 

maybe it's evened up, and now the poor old man can 

rest" (431). 

As the god's mother, Beulah's function is to fend 

off the facts when reality impinges on the purity of 

the myth, a duty that earns her the position of 

matriarchal heroine. 12 Like Jack, she fits the 

description of Bettleheim's every[wo)man who performs 

mundane triumphs with unschooled knowledge and a 

"minimum of elitist skills" (98), but with aplomb and 

seasoned endurance. The mother of a son who has "been 

to the pen," her mission is simply to endure the pain 

and anxiety of her son's individual existence in the 

world, his separateness and its sometimes shameful, 

sometimes fearful consequences: "'I've got it to stand 

and I've got to stand it. And you've got to stand it,' 
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said Miss Beulah's voice. 'After they've all gone 

home, Ralph, and the children's in bed, that's what's 

left. Standing it'" (360). 

Beulah's method of standing it requires that she 

cut off conversation that threatens her role as mother 

and defender of her young. When Cleo asks, "What did 

Jack do?" a chorus of voices answer, "Not a thing." 

Beulah, however, circumvents Cleo's unspoken 

bewilderment by interjecting, "That's enough" (14). 

Moreover, when Cleo repeats the question later, Beulah 

leaves the room and makes noises in the kitchen to try 

to overpower the story with the sounds of her 

domesticity (21). When Uncle Noah Webster hints that 

the teacher's power over the children should be 

stronger than the children's instinctual desire for 

freedom from the harness of schoolhouse manners, Beulah 

scoffs from the kitchen "above the sudden splitting of 

skillets": "You can't keep children of mine shut up in 

school, if they can figure there's something going on 

somewhere! They're not exactly idiots" (27). Bergson 

relates this insistence on intellectual autonomy to a 

comic absurdity not unlike that of dreams. He 

suggests: 

The mind enamoured of itself now seeks in the 
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outer world nothing more than a pretext for 
realizing its imagination. The dreamer, 
instead of appealing to the whole of his 
recollections for the interpretations of what 
his senses perceive, makes use of what he 
perceives to give substance to the particular 
recollection he favors. (180-81) 

Beulah perceives events as either supportive or 

detrimental to her static, dream-like vision of herself 

as matriarch; she responds accordingly. In Bergson's 

opinion, the conscious dreamer creates her own reality. 

Depending on the mood of the dreamer and the idea that 

fills the dreamer's imagination, Bergson writes, "a 

gust of wind blowing down the chimney becomes the howl 

of a wild beast or a tuneful melody" (181). Thus, when 

Cleo exclaims, "Say, wasn't Jack showing off a good bit 

for the first day of school, when you start to adding 

it all up?" Beulah replies, coolly staring at Gloria, 

"Oh no more than the teacher" (30). Beulah appears to 

want to believe that Jack was seduced away from his 

mother rather than that he acted willfully in order to 

attract Gloria. In fact, Beulah claims to be 

bewildered by "women" and even feels it necessary to 

speak to Jack's daughter, whom he worships, in a lof ty 

tone ( 270). 

As Brenda Cornell suggests, dialogue frequently 

functions as a buffer or protective insulation for 
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"special" individuals within Welty's fictional 

community (213). Beulah is special, not only because 

her overly enthusiastic mothering is comical, but 

because she is the fulcrum of her family's enduring 

spirit. Her excited shrieks of "My oldest boy's coming 

home," bring forth a variety of human pleasures: Aunt 

Beck's "good chicken pie," Uncle Noah's banjo, and a 

profusion of Canna lilies, morning-glories, verbena, 

montbretias, red salvia, lemon lilies, and prince's 

feathers spitefully bursting from the "waterless earth" 

(5). Her repeated invocation of Granny as the reason 

Jack will come back for the reunion is a kind of 

incantation that draws the others into the same prayer

like chants. Beulah's endurance is magical and 

ironically romantic in its comic single-mindedness. 

But Granny's Vaughn's endurance, at ninety (or 100) 

years of age, is even more clearly certified. 

Although Granny is originally presented as a 

conventional comic figure, a stereotypically cranky old 

lady who takes umbrage at her family's assumption that 

she does not function as well as she used to, she 

develops into an unpredictable, merely theoretically 

comic character whom the reader must decide whether to 

believe or ignore. Because she was the only one 
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already an adult when Beulah's parents mysteriously 

fled to their death in the middle of the night, both 

characters and readers expect that Granny may hold the 

key to why the Beechams left their children, and look 

for clarification in her nonsensical and conflicting 

statements. Moreover, because Granny was the only 

person besides closed-mouth Nathan who seems to 

remember Rachel Sojourner's relationship with Sam Dale, 

the family (and the readers) want to believe her when 

she produces a postcard from the pages of her Bible 

that reveals that Rachel was pregnant and that Sam Dale 

was the father. 

In light of this pronouncement, Beulah is 

ecstatic. Finally, she is relieved from her long-held 

fear that she accidentally sterilized Sam Dale when he 

was a baby. But, since Beulah's strength of character 

stems from her ability to prevail in spite of losses, 

this joyful release of guilt appears as a flaw. For a 

moment, she loses the stoicism that is vital to her 

mythic identity and she is in danger of losing her 

status in the family hierarchy. Her disenchantment 

becomes the family's disenchantment: "'I hope Beulah 

ain't happy too soon,' said Aunt Birdie. 'Beulah's got 

more fortitude than some,' said Aunt Beck gently. 
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~Yet, if the right story comes along at the right time, 

she'll be like the rest of us and believe what she 

wants to believe'" (267). Comforted by the deliverance 

from her secret sin, she begins to see in Gloria the 

"wild notions" she is provoked to "remember" seeing in 

Rachel. In effect, she is seeing what she feels she 

should remember instead of just seeing, retreating into 

dreams rather than creating them. Guilt-free now, she 

momentarily loses her boldness, the tenacity that 

empowered her strength to spitefully live on: 

"~Gloria's here, and she's proof, living proof! I 

didn't do hurt to my own after all, I can die happy! 

Can't I?' Miss Beulah's voice rose exultant" (268). 

Welty's linking of death with happiness implies a human 

loss. 

Granny, on the other hand, will not die happy. 

Fighting help at every opportunity, Granny contends, 

pontificates, eats, dances, sings, and would probably 

have attempted sex with a horrified Vaughn if he would 

have accepted her invitation to bed. She does not want 

her birthday party to end because closure is death. 

"~Now I once thought I had a big family,• said Granny. 

~What's happening to 'em'" (355). She is laughable 

only if one denies the life process, aging, 
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reality--and she is laughable because Welty intends the 

reader's thought-free distance from her, if only to 

make us aware of our actual proximity. To Granny, her 

family's departure is a theft of their living presence 

because she has decided not to die at the end of the 

reunion as her husband did the year before: 

All at once, and at the very end of her day, 
Granny decided to take off her hat. Elvie 
received it from her--it sank heavy as a 
setting hen in her small arms. She ran into 
the house with it, blowing on it, as though 
in its dust lived a spark. Granny was 
staying. ( 351) 

Granny, the originator of the family, will not die--the 

family's coaxing notwithstanding. She lives on, 

changed, still changing and, as guest of honor, 

"planning a little bigger dinner than most seem to 

think" (11). Camus writes, "There is thus a 

metaphysical honor in enduring the world's absurdity. 

It is merely a matter of being faithful to the battle" 

(93). Although Granny finally collapses in Jack's arms 

at nightfall, a foreshadowing of her inevitable death 

in the not-too-distant future, she lives to fight 

another day's battles. In this sense I would agree 

with M. E. Bradford's suggestion that Losing Battles is 

an "elegiac novel:" "The elegiac as a mode of 

aesthetic perception invariably rests upon an 
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affirmation of a good losing" (107). Granny will fight 

until losing rescues her. 

At novel's end, Captain Billy Bangs learns that it 

is not Elvira Vaughn's funeral procession he hears 

about, but Miss Julia Mortimer's. Welty's description, 

by negation, is in Spiegelberg's words "the simplest 

way to indicate the ultimate difference that makes the 

event impressionable. By declaring what will not 

happen makes clear the possibility that it can. That 

possibility becomes the object o f consciousness" (V II 

67 3) • That the funeral procession is not Elvira 

Us that hers is possible and therefore Vaughn's assures 

yet to be, as is ours. The "not" is Granny's 

rebellious spark in the dust twinkling back at the 

· k It 1.'s her defiant claim to live oblivious n1.ght s y. 

happily ever after, and ours. 



Chapter Four: A Way to Shrug Off 

"I think most people 
just give up wondering." 

Lucinda MacKethan notes that in One Writer's 

Beginnings, Welty voices simultaneously the "girl-

child's longing for the strong mother" and the 

adolescent's drive toward individuation--the need to 

"take a different direction" from the one her mother 

"endured" (101). Welty writes that she loved her 

mother and was grateful for her vigilant protection and 

the security of her love, but that Mrs. Welty, out of 

fear and anxiety, had a "morbid streak" that touched 

the family on "the worst occasions" (17). 

Every time any possible harm came near me, 
she thought of how she lost her first child. 
When my mother would tell me that she wanted 
me to have something because she as a child 
had never had it, I wanted, or partly wanted, 
to give it back. All my life I continued to 
feel that bliss for me would have to imply my 
mother's sacrifice. There is no wonder that 
a passion for independence sprang up in me at 
the earliest age. I loved those who 
protected me--and I wanted to protect them 
back. I have never managed to handle the 
guilt. In the act and the course of writing 
stories, these are two of the springs, one 
bright, one dark, that feed the stream. (One 
Writer's 19-20) 
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The bright spring generates from the comfort and 

warmth of happy childhood memories; the dark spring 

issues from a necessary shrugging off of her mother's 

much appreciated but constricting protectiveness. For 

a writer, the urge to engage with the world unshielded 

is an impetus to creativity, a precursor without which 

artistry is impossible. In order to nurture her 

inspiration, Welty was impelled to refuse to be the 

reflection of her mother. Perhaps, to Welty's mother, 

indomitable creative spirit may have seemed like 

defiance. But when softened by guilt, defiance also 

adopts the mask of ignorance, or even innocence. Only 

the challenger knows. 

Defiance of authority, either implied or stated, 

is the motivation behind much of the Beecham/Renfro 

action. At times, denial of expected behavior exists 

without reason or explanation and becomes, like death, 

an object that must be resisted, explained, or finally 

ignored so that life may go on. The story of Beulah's 

parents' mysterious death by drowning while seemingly 

fleeing their children in the dead of night is an 

enigma as inscrutable as is God's plan to a human mind: 

"Somebody was running away from us children, 
that's what I believed at the time, and still 
believe," said Uncle Noah Webster. "If I 
hadn't believed it, I wouldn't have stationed 
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myself in the road and waited for 'em. I'd 
have been in the bed, tumbled in with the 
rest of you. Because unless I dreamed it, I 
didn't yet know about the Bywy bridge getting 
a hole in it, didn't know any more than they 
did. I just knew I was in pretty bad danger 
of losing 'em." (217) 

Noah Webster's behavior is equally inexplicable, even 

to himself--if he had been doing what was expected of 

him he would not have been a witness to something as 

shocking as his parents' abandonment. Yet he was 

there, and his explanation of why is credible and 

laudable, if not logical. He was somehow inspired to 

fear a potential loss that he had no reason to 

suspect. 13 

Beulah's account of the events of which she has 

not "a speck of recollection" rends the "closure" of 

the historical "facts," even further exposing the 

elusive action to additional interpretation and 

incremental speculation. Her reasoning reflects her 

current attitude about the possessive relationship 

parents should have with their children and is a veil 

that helps her to cope with Noah Webster's claim that 

her parents actually wanted to escape from them: "If 

they hadn't been who they was, his own mother and 

father, they might have done different. They only 

thought he was trying to go with 'em, I reckon. Didn't 
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even turn their heads" (217). Their sudden death 

disallows authentic knowledge of what errand they were 

"so bent on when they hitched and cut loose from the 

house" (218). Thus, the question of where they were 

going or why they were making the trip is a part of the 

story "lost to time": "I think most people just give 

up wondering, in the light of what happened to 'em on 

the way," Uncle Curtis tells Aunt Beck (218). The 

Beechams' ambiguous action and subsequent fall into the 

Bywy river does, however, have a redemptive function 

regardless of its inexplicable nature: the orphaned 

Beecham children are raised by Granny: "So to finish 

the story, Granny just tied on her apron, dusted off 

her cradle, and started in all over again with another 

set of children. • • • That was surely acting a 

Christian twice in a lifetime" (219-20). Life begun 

again on a different footing heals the rift between 

grandmother and grandchild that Ellen's death created 

and gives rise to a mythification of the story that 

becomes a family parable--the circle unbroken. 

Mirroring life back to Granny by forsaking her, 

Granny's daughter Ellen eliminates the "middle" 

position, thus giving the surrounding generations a new 

chance. The story of death is transcended by the more 
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reassuring story of rebirth, an interpretation not 

unlike the frequently invoked notion of the "fortunate 

fall." 

Similarly, Lady May's first, childish 

verbalization, "What you huntin,' man?" is the mirror 

image of Miss Julia Mortimer's final summation, "what 

was the trip for?" The statements symbolizing birth 

and death provide a frame within which the life process 

takes place--youth embarks on a "hunt" for "what"; old 

age looks back at the accomplished itinerary of "what". 

The "what" is the subjective human element that is 

"known" only to the person living the experience. The 

question, therefore, can never be answered with 

certitude, only solipsism--assuming that it is possible 

for the self to know the self. However, Noah Webster 

disproves that restriction by resorting to dream, a 

removal from active consciousness of reality, to 

explain his puzzling behavior. Camus explains the 

concept, "absurd reasoning," in terms of an 

intellectual counterforce to the workings of God: 

Understanding the world for a man is reducing 
it to the human, stamping it with his seal. 
The truism "All thought is anthropomorphic" 
has no other meaning. Likewise, the mind 
that aims to understand reality can consider 
itself satisfied only by reducing it to terms 
of thought. If thought discovered in the 
shimmering mirrors of phenomena reveals 
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eternal relations capable of summing them up 
and summing themselves up in a single 
principle, then would be seen an intellectual 
joy of which the myth of the blessed would be 
but a ridiculous imitation. (17) 

Although the Beecham/Renfros seem to be 

challenging God by taking the law into their own hands, 

they are actually accepting their own flaws, pride, 

avarice, violence, and ignorance in the face of the 

impossibility of knowing how to thread their way 

through the labyrinth that is God's universal plan; 

they are doing the best they can. Unable to question 

God, they indeed understand more about "lived" life14 

through the process of formulating their "fictions" 

than does Judge Moody, who believes only in "proof": 

"Is it evidence?" Mrs. Moody asked her 
husband. 

"Heresay. Heresay," Judge Moody's voice 
rumbled, and when it stopped there was a 
silence of fresh amazement. 

"Well, I don't know what the whole world's 
hanging on byl" cried Aunt Birdie in a voice 
of indignation. "While it's waiting to get 
proved it's there according to Judge Moody!" 
(324) 

Their self-indulgent, Promethean, and defiant methods 

of bestowing meaning upon events are their own creation 

because they do not presume to understand God. And, 

although it appears as if they are anarchists, usurpers 

of law and order, they are more aligned with Judeo-

Christian belief in God's ultimate power than is Judge 
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Moody, whose role on earth subsumes God's role as the 

mediator of justice. That Jack and Gloria may be 

cousins is a welcome idea to the family; their marriage 

is against the law to the judge: 

"It's that baby," he said. "I think we'll 
have to leave it that what's done is done. 
That there was no prior knowledge between the 
partners. And no crime." 

"We can just bury it. With all else she 
knew," said Mr. Renfro •••• "The 
schoolteacher." 

"Well, it's wonderful the way the Lord knows 
how to work things out," said Aunt Birdie 
brightly to Judge Moody. (325) 

The Beecham/Renfro clan are "absurd creators" who 

believe that God knows all about and sanctions their 

work. The validity of their human labor stipulates 

that they judge God's artistry to be at least as full 

of wonder as their own.lS 

Hauck suggests that artistry is a necessary 

characteristic of absurd creators. "Artistry implies a 

construction of the self that recognizes the necessity 

for the preservation of a framework in which to work" 

(6). In other words, what Aunt Birdie implies is that 

in order for God to be God, he must preserve the 

imperfect human framework in its imperfect state. 

Similarly, Welty's work too, like that of an absurd 

creator, requires an awareness of the dialectical 
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"other" on the part of the reader in order to exist 

within its framework. The reader must understand the 

unstated assumption against which Welty defines her 

authorial presence in order to enter into her fictional 

world. 16 In Losing Battles "the other," I would 

suggest, is the conviction that life's battles can be 

won, once and for all, and in human terms--that a 

moment can be held still and that certitude is 

ultimately attainable. Hence, Welty's text as object 

of the reader's quest for understanding obstructs 

understanding even as it builds an aesthetic bridge 

between herself and her reader17 because there can 

never be complete certitude where human consciousness 

is involved. In a sense, my critical interpretation is 

an attempt to build an aesthetic bridge that represents 

my quest to understand and convey certain aspects of 

Losing Battles, a bridge that extends between the 

readers of this critical paper and myself. As the sign 

hanging from the top of the bridge over the Bywy River 

warns, the reader must "Cross At Own Risk." 

Patricia Yaeger, discussing Eudora Welty and the 

"dialogic imagination," quotes Bakhtin's affirmation of 

a "dynamic conversation," which she suggests is Welty's 

oscillation between her affinity for the familiar and 
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her restless urge for the freedom with which her reader 

must come to terms: "The novel," Bakhtin writes, "is 

not a closed system •• Instead it represents, or 

results from, a dynamic conversation between these 

heterogeneous styles that, even as they are woven into 

a new plot and reintegrated by an author, still speak 

with the intentions of their previous context" (142). 

A corporeal metaphor for this dynamism is 

peristalsis--a digesting, assimilating, softening, and 

breaking down of input functional only in its 

decomposed form, but that must be ingested in its 

original form. The reader's developmental journey 

through Losing Battles reiterates this complex growth 

activity. 

When opposing forces refuse to cooperate, however, 

growth is stymied. Although it would seem that the 

Banner community is defying conventional behavior by 

refusing to accept Miss Julia Mortimer's efforts to 

develop their knowledge, and improve their lives, 

Welty's emotionally positive emphasis on the 

insurgents' point of view makes the never-present Miss 

Julia the stubborn non-conformist. Miss Julia's 

"single-minded devotion" becomes "an obsession," and 

her hierarchical isolation becomes the most extreme 
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manifestation of separateness (Stroup 47, 48). Judge 

Moody explains: "She knew exactly who she was. And 

what she was. What she didn't know till she got to it 

was what would happen to what she was. Anymore than 

any of us here know" (306). Miss Julia, in her 

professorial struggle to eliminate mystery, or to 

nullify the intangible and replace it with the 

concrete, strives to extinguish the innate spark that 

impels human beings to quest, search, battle, and 

aspire--to "hunt" for a meaning. 

In a paradoxical way, Miss Julia in her role as 

teacher is an anti-Prometheus--delivering the fire 

already ablaze, stifling human effort in the wake of 

her passion to ignite the torch of knowledge. Gloria, 

once a believer, is her most pitiable victim: 

"And all the while, When I was waiting on my 
husband, sitting apart from the others on my 
cedar log, quieting my baby, singing to her, 
all I could think of were the two words I'm 
scardest of, null and void," Gloria cried 
out. "In Miss Julia's handwriting!" (317) 

Before Jack's arrival, Gloria has no position from 

which to engage the world of the present except the 

role of mother. A waiting wife and a former teacher, 

she exists in limbo. Her mind is a blank, but at least 

she can draw comfort by singing to (and quieting) her 

child. There is comic irony in the purpose of Gloria's 
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song--to quiet Lady May. Her singing, albeit a source 

of comfort for herself and a consolation to Lady May, 

may indeed forestall Lady May's initiation into 

language. One of the threats that Miss Julia has 

imposed in her letter to Gloria is that if she marries 

Jack her baby might be deaf and dumb, another evocation 

of "null and void." 

Welty's use of invisibility, erasure, and silence 

in her comedy reprises the historical scarcity of 

women's work in humor collections. Emily Toth reports 

that men outnumber women almost six to one in critical 

anthologies on humor (9). "Most humor scholars--who 

are men--don't know how the other half laughs" (9). 

Although in Losing Battles women are not a homogeneous 

gender, Gloria Short Renfro, enthralled by common 

sense, 17 trained to teach all yet choosing to "give all 

my teaching to one," epitomizes the woman who has no 

words for her inexplicable yet undeniable experience. 

What she presents to Jack's family is the rupture of 

her two selves, a state of vacuity, which renders her 

"unreadable" to Beulah, who has long since disowned her 

own victory in the Mississippi State legislature 

spelling bee in order to devote all her time to her 

family. Gloria is still suspended between the 
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polarities of teacher and married woman and remains a 

"question mark" to the reader at novel's end. 

Moreover, her final woLds, rather than reassuring, are 

ominous. What would Gloria be without Jack but exactly 

what she fears: null and void. One wonders if by her 

words she has spoken her own fate and Jack's: 

"The surest thing I know is I'll never let 
you out of my sight again. Never," Gloria 
swore. "I never will let you escape from me, 
Jack Renfro. Remember it." "It's the first I 
knew I was trying," he said, with a big 
smile. ( 435) 

At novel's end, Jack's all-too-innocent smile and his 

swollen forehead begging for "his mother's kiss" 

encourages the reader to doubt the happy conclusion and 

avoid closure even though the major battles have been 

temporarily resolved.18 The ambiguity of the situation 

invites the reader to laugh and, in effect, to shrug 

off the potential "battles" that Welty has hinted will 

ensue as a result of Gloria's passion and Jack's 

obliviousness. 

The allusion to the Adam and Eve myth comes to 

mind; and although the Christian myth does not usually 

inspire laughter, Baudelaire recognizes laughter's 

palliative effects: Our laughter, he says, is 

"intimately linked with the accident of an 
ancient Fall, of a debasement both physical 



82 

and moral." Although man lacks "all the 
seductive cunning of the serpent," it is 
"with his laughter" that he "soothes and 
charms his heart; for the phenomena 
engendered by the Fall will become the means 
of redemption." (Simon 165) 

"That everlasting baby," Lady May Renfro, and the 

"string of other little chaps that will come along 

behind her," will engender a new reunion, and the 

matrilineal Vaughn/Beecham/Short/Renfro Legend will 

live on. Gloria's fall into a marriage that may be 

legally and socially wrong will be redeemed. 

Gloria Renfro, although an element in the comic 

reconciliation, is not a comic figure. She never 

smiles. One doubts whether she will be able to cope 

when her baby no longer needs to be quieted by the 

songs that are Gloria's only escape from willful 

isolation. With luck, toleration, and the experience 

of age she will, as Uncle Noah Webster predicts, become 

like Granny, holding forth at another Renfro reunion, 

contending with spirits, living and dead, and drifting 

in and out of the sanctuary of innocent oblivion. 

Alive. 

Granny's bodily presence is a physical shrugging 

off of death. Even at the age of ninety she projects 

another ten years of living into the confusion: "I'm a 

hundred today" (5). Yet her advanced age does not stop 



83 

her from sparring with life. Judge Moody's complaint, 

"I don't care quite the same about living as I did this 

morning," prompts her to countermand its effect with a 

song and dance: 19 

"Look! Granny's rising up out of her chair," 
said Uncle Percy hoarsely •••• 

Shoulders high, hands still but indicating 
the least little movement from side to side, 
Granny stood gathering herself, and then, in 
a quick drumbeat voice just holding its own 
against the steady directionless sound of the 
crickets, she began to sing •••• 

"Is it ~Frog Went A-Courting' or 
~Wonderous Love'?" Aunt Birdie whispered. 
"Sounds like a little of both." (307) 

Granny, both jumping and oscillating, combines secular 

and Divine love into a folk rendition of a love song, 

clogging on the table top amidst the left over food, 

showing "something she never showed before." Her 

spirited dance is the energy of the comic spirit, 

which, in Gross's words, "must make us feel that death 

and all those little deaths which are its harbingers 

have been triumphed over" (EW Crit. Essays 340). 

Moreover, she dances because she knows she has an 

audience to acknowledge her. "'Just so we ain't seeing 

the last of Granny!' mourned Aunt Beck. She danced in 

their faces" (308). 

Granny's courage to rise up and dance on Sunday 

(when dancing is forbidden), and to sing a rambunctious 



84 

folk song testifies to her innate, though possibly 

unconscious, sense of humor and her spiritual self

possession despite the dismay of her female family 

members at this performance on the Sabbath. Nancy 

Walker explains, "Given the longstanding dichotomy 

between piety and laughter, it comes as no surprise 

that women have not been considered humorists 

throughout history. "To be irreverent requires 

intellectual detachment, a quality long thought to be 

either lacking or ~unfeminine' in women" (113). Senile 

dementia provides Granny with an involuntary 

intellectual detachment. Her physical vitality, 

although temporary, defies the family's expectations; 

her song and dance are her own creations. 

Unfortunately, however, Granny too must fall. 

Disenfranchised by age and its accompanying impairment, 

she falls off the table and sails into Jack's arms. 

Her eyes may be filled with "the helpless tears of the 

rescued," but the dust from her hat stubbornly 

"twinkles back at the moon" (308). 

Suzanne Bunkers suggests that the revitalizing 

power is an important function of women's humor: 

"Because it focuses attention on what has been changed 

as well as on what remains to be changed in our 



85 

culture, and keeps us laughing as it does so, humor 

plays an indispensable role in [women's] lives" (91). 

Analogously, although Granny has weakened, she can 

still enjoy life, try the untried, subvert the 

complacency around her, and make us laugh. 

Nevertheless, the reader is moved to empathize with 

Granny's disappointment that Jack is not Sam Dale. But 

undaunted by disappointment and refusing to let a loss 

define the moment, she rises to her circumstances 

asking for new information, "Who are you?" 

Ferguson suggests that Welty's comedy "is 

different from that of the so-called 'black humorists' 

who have represented the failure to find a masculine 

identity as an indictment of society" (314). Welty 

does not make a final judgment. Perhaps the difference 

is that, as a Southern female writer, she associates 

her sense of place with the feminine, the procreative. 

Or perhaps it is that she is, phenomenologically 

speaking, "not-Faulkner." 20 Welty does not condemn 

society. She forgives it instead--the way the reunion 

forgives the recalcitrant Judge Moody; and the way she 

must also forgive herself for craving independence from 

her loving family for her art's sake. 

At the close of Losing Battles, Welty leaves the 
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reader with the myopic hope that this depression

scarred Southern family will continue to conciliate 

their dynamically dialectical oppositions; shrug off 

nature's afflictions; and contend with the "innocence" 

of "manfoolishness." One hopes that, like Granny, the 

Beecham/Renfro clan will rise again. 



Conclusion: Something Southern 

"For the length of a breath 
everything stayed shadowless." 

In her essay "Place In Fiction" Eudora Welty writes, 

"Location is the crossroads of circumstance, the 

proving ground of 'What happened? Who's here? Who's 

coming?'--and that is the heart's field" (Eye of Story 

118). Although popular critics such as William F. 

Buckley have labeled her chiefly a "Southern" writer, 

Welty chafes at being categorized in terms of her 

region: 21 

When I speak of writing from where you have 
put down roots, it may be said that what I 
urge is "regional" writing. "Regional," I 
think, is a careless term, as well as a 
condescending one, because what it does is 
fail to differentiate between the localized 
raw material of life and its outcome as art. 
"Regional" is an outsider's term; it has no 
meaning for the insider who is doing the 
writing, because as far as he knows he is 
simply writing about life. Jane Austen, 
Emily Bronte, Thomas Hardy, Cervantes, 
Turgenev, the authors of the Old Testament, 
all confined themselves to regions, great or 
small--but are they regional? Then who from 
the start of time has not been so? (132) 

Welty said in 1972 that writing as a "Southerner" would 

now be a self-conscious thing to do. "To write 

87 
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strictly a Southern book now--! think you are conscious 

that you are seeing a segment and that people are going 

to look at it" (Buckley 96). This geographical 

segment, necessarily, must be captured in transit, 

purified, and absorbed. In Losing Battles the narrator 

describes the capture of a moment in sensuous detail, 

"For the length of a breath, everything stayed 

shadowless, as under a lifting hand ••• " (4). 

Ephemerality, in Welty's view, is essential when 

writing about the South. 

I would suggest that in Losing Battles Welty is 

clearly writing a self-conscious Southern book on the 

outside, replete with romantic, archetypal associations 

of the old South and parodic allusions to what 

academics have termed Southern literature. On the 

inside, however, she reveals her true position--that of 

"the stranger whose eye is smitten by the crucial 

thing, the essence of life, the moment or act in [a) 

long-familiar midst that will forever define it" (Eye 

of Story 130). Welty uses allusions to past Southern 

images, enduring myths, reverential biases, "Northern" 

prejudices, and ugly truths about life in the South to 

reveal the ultimate equality of all human beings 

regardless of their "locus operandi." 
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Welty's habit of distancing herself from her story 

can be compared to the way the Southwestern humorists 

used humor as "a vehicle through which the pathos, even 

the tragedy of human experience can be revealed" (Davis 

80). Using the vernacular style, she makes obvious the 

difference between herself as the omniscient author and 

her characters. "Ain't he here yet?"; "I reckon you 

know who I am"; and "Yonder she comes" are recognizable 

Southern expressions associated, primarily, with those 

who are socially removed from standard English. Such 

was the case for many of the men and women who 

conquered the frontier. Willard Thorpe points out that 

the humor of the old Southwest is "far more vigorous 

than humor of the North" because life was much harder, 

unpredictably so because the experience of communal 

living in a wild, untempered territory had to be 

established from "scratch" along with the language used 

to describe it (11). 

Welty's choice of the Depression era as the time 

in which her story is enacted, a drought-inflicted 

subsistence farm as the setting, and an arrogantly 

ignorant dynasty as her cast of characters parallels 

the motivating spirit o f the f r ontier experience , 

wherein every move was a first step and every story an 
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attempt to create some kind of order out of chaos. 

Welty explains: 

I needed that region [Northeast Mississippi], 
that kind of family, because I wanted that 
chorus of voices, everybody talking and 
carryi~g on at once. I wanted to try 
someth1ng completely vocal and dramatic. 
Those people are natural talkers and 
storytellers, in a remote place where there 
was time for that. (Clemons 31) 

Like Augustus Baldwin Longstreet,22 lawyer, editor 

and politician, who wrote the highly dialectal Georgia 

Scenes using a detached narrator, Welty uses her 

narrator to create a sense of the tension between the 

romanticized past and the "sadder, newer world breaking 

in; the effect produces a sense of 'disenchantment'" 

(Davis 72). The narrator's physical description of 

Gloria Renfro gliding over the dusty clay in her 

billowy white wedding dress indulges Gloria's own image 

of herself. Fervid details like snowy arms, a red-gold 

cloud of hair and freckles sprinkled like nutmeg are 

not allotted to the other female characters, one of 

which is described as "fragrant of the cows" (4). 

Hence Gloria's role as waiting wife seems almost as 

inappropriate as it is, or attempts to be, touching. 

Her fairy princess demeanor is reminiscent of the 

popular image of a Southern belle as portrayed in D. W. 
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Griffith's The Birth of A Nation, which was based on 

Southern apologist Thomas Dixon's novel, The Clansman 

(Westling 10). As Louise Westling contends, "The white 

gowns and fluttery graces of Griffith's Southern 

heroines effectively convey Dixon's assertion that ~the 

young Southern woman was the divinity that claimed and 

received the chief worship of man'" (10). 

Ben Forkner and Patrick Samway observe that Welty 

was among those writers "born close enough to the Old 

South to witness personally its stubborn thrust into 

the 20th century" (xxv). Her fiction, like the poetry 

of Allen Tate in "Backward Glance," is "driven backward 

by the common conviction that the past remained the 

chief custodian of hidden truth" (xxv), regardless of 

what appears to be its implausible romanticism. In 

Gloria's case, perhaps, the hidden truth might be the 

preposterous placement of Southern women on a 

pedestal--Gloria's wistful and carefully arranged perch 

on the "clean-polished" cedar trunk to wait for her 

long-lost husband. Welty's use of the Southern image 

and idiom is a softened version of Longstreet's 

employment of it as a moral denunciation of "the coarse 

habits, violent entertainment, and ripe dialect of a 

type of Southerner who had been outlawed from the pages 
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of most professional fiction" (Forkner and Samway 284). 

Longstreet's critical description of "excesses in both 

town and rural living" actually reveals an ideology 

that is rooted in 18th-century moralistic and rational 

tradition (Wimsatt and Phillips 138). Jesse Bier 

explains: 

These Southwest humorists took so much joy in 
wild rectification of values that they did 
more than demonstrate irreverence, they 
insisted upon it. And the wellspring of 
their energies was more than a simple 
irreverence, it was contempt and overt 
hostility for a veritable system of 
falsifications, of which moonlight and 
magnolias of the old slavocracy remains the 
apotheosis in our history. Southern manners 
were an efforescence of corruption beneath. 
Gentility was a flowering pretense, stemming 
from violent control. The very consistency 
and degree of comic excess and nihilism are a 
precise gauge of the pressures upon and 
within these humorists. (63) 

Southern humor literature, then, like the 

iconoclastic chorus of voices in Mississippi's "very 

pocket of ignorance," originated as a way in which 

Americans coped with the uncivilized frontier by 

magnifying and inverting the experience to expose the 

underside of civilization to make it laughable. This 

aggressive form of expression created a separateness 

that was to become a prime characteristic of what is 

known in academia as Southern literature, a 

separateness that was ephemeral, plucked out of time 
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for the "length of a breath" and rendered in brilliant, 

"shadowless" detail. Bier explains further, 

We heightened and supernaturalized dangers 
and powers in order to deflate apprehension. 
If a fair amount of tall tale jokes persist 
in America, they come perforce as conditioned 
reflex to lingering and new intimidations by 
the vast land itself • • • or by the 
overwhelming pressures of an • • • unruly 
culture. ( 41 ) 

The definition of an unruly culture, however, 

depends on the definer's viewpoint. Similar to George 

Washington Harris's violent images in the Sut Lovingood 

tales is Welty's harsh language in her description of 

the way the Beecham women laughingly "welcome" Gloria 

into the family: "'Say Beecham!' they ordered her, 

close to her ear. They rolled her by the shoulders, 

pinned her flat, then buried her face under the flesh 

of the melon with its blood heat, its smell of evening 

flowers" (269). To Gloria (and to the reader), her 

initiation into her husband's close and rowdy family is 

a cruel assault. 

By contrast, Welty offers a lyrical description of 

Lady May that sentimentalizes her and alludes to an 

uplifting sense of rebirth: "Her eyebrow lifted in 

pink crescents upturned like the dogwood's first leaves 

in Spring (41) " The flowery details that . . . . 
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describe Lady May complements the sensual and 

aggressive details that describe the watermelon scene 

the same way that Granny's exuberance on the tabletop 

counterbalances Judge Moody's gloom. As a member of 

the first generation of modern Southern writers, Welty 

is aware that her identity "owed as much to • • • Old 

Southern attachments as • • • to the irresistible 

transformation of modern times" (Forkner and Samway 

xxvi). 

Drawing on "exaggerated comparisons" and "wildly 

inventive images" these humorists (with whom Welty has 

affinities) presented the back country character as a 

homogeneous type, "entirely u.nhampered by 'literary' 

language or genteel inhibitions" (Forkner xiii). I 

would suggest that it is a type the literate reader may 

be too quick to assume is undifferentiated. Thus 

Welty's narrator's flowery descriptions interspersed 

with Gloria's unabashed lovemaking--"she slid in her 

hand and seized hold of him right at the root" 

(362)--are jolting, but humorous in light of Gloria's 

dainty and affected airs. This peek at Gloria's 

seemingly incongruous nature coupled with the concrete 

image of nature embodied in the word "root" constitutes 

the narrator's wink at the reader in a joke "on 
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Gloria." 

In similar fashion, Bryant notes that Welty's 

mention of "forty anvils making a chorus" (408), a 

"possible allusion to Verdi," may be a joke on her 

characters, or perhaps, a joke on Welty herself. 

Bryant writes that although the allusion "may be 

unintentional, the connection is unmistakable for us, 

though we cannot be sure that anyone in the story would 

have recognized it" (78). One might speculate as to 

whether this is Bryant's smugness at his recognition of 

an allusion to Verdi placed unintentionally in this 

novel celebrating ignorance; or Welty's narrator's 

smugness; or is it ours? 

Perhaps it is true that, as Skaggs purports, "what 

much local color writing achieves, then, is not so much 

the delineation of distinctive locales as of several 

social types" (221)--not only among characters, but 

amongst authors and readers as well. I might 

conjecture that Captain Billy Bangs, the ancient porch

sitter in Banner who pretends to stay abreast of the 

deaths in the community, is an allusion to Captain 

Billy's Whiz Bang, a popular humor magazine of the 

1920s and 30s that was considered "somewhat 

disreputable" despite its claim of wide circulation. 23 



96 

Captain Billy's slow and trembling salute to the 

funeral procession carrying Miss Julia's body parodies 

publisher Wilford H. Fawcett, a retired U.S. Army 

Captain from Robbinsdale, Minnesota. William Coyle 

notes: 

The title, Whiz Bang, was borrowed from the 
nickname for a World War I artillery shell. 
Fawcett occasionally included a picture of 
himself in uniform, and early issues carried 
the statement, "This magazine is edited by a 
Spanish-American and World War veteran and is 
dedicated to the Fighting Forces of the 
United States and Canada." (135) 

The magazine's style of humor was similar to that of 

nineteenth century humorists, Coyle writes; it 

"reflects an uncertain mixture of prewar [World War I] 

standards and postwar behavior" using stock characters 

and situations (136). It probably would not be 

considered funny by today's standards. 

Some stock characters are enduring, however--the 

"windy" preacher, the boastful backwoodsman, the 

wandering purveyor of healing potions, the itinerant 

"music man" all are there in Losing Battles. Brother 

Bethune, a yammering buffoon, as his name implies, is 

more a pseudo-confidence man than a preacher; he is the 

epitome of commercialized religion and carries the 

taint of decaying humanity. His Bible, "bound in thin 

black leather skinned to the red of a school eraser, 



97 

looked as if it had come to his door every Sunday by 

being thrown at it, rolled up like the Ludlow Sunday 

newspaper" (104). Forgetful, clumsy, and given to 

vulgar comparisons as he pronounces Banner well water 

"warm as pee," Brother Bethune's image--"old nose, dark 

as a fig," wide-open mouth, and tobacco-stained fingers 

evQkes a sense of a time-related transformation, a 

deterioration. "The skin on his bony, motionless face 

looked like the skin on chicken gravy when it has been 

allowed to cool, even to the little flecks and spots of 

brown trapped in it" (lOS). Uncle Nathan, on the other 

hand, combines the wandering healer type with the 

itinerant musician, but with the exception that he does 

not talk or even impose himself on the group unless 

prevailed upon. Once a dandy, Uncle Nathan has 

actually killed a man (Dearman), but allowed a black 

man to hang in his stead. "After that, Jesus had to 

hold my hand," he admits (344). 

Uncle Nathan responds to Cleo's question, "What 

happened to Dearman?" by trying to explain. However, 

he is interrupted by a fit of choking, after which he 

coughs up blood (or a "little bite of watermelon"). 

Uncle Nathan's confession is humorous in its 

incongruous implication that the only way a man can 
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sincerely dedicate his life to the word of God is if he 

performs the ultimate atrocity of killing his fellow 

man first and then allows another man to be hanged in 

his place--a man his family evidently considers 

expendable. Jennette Tandy in Crackerbox Philosophers 

reminds us of the old South's not merely "high-minded," 

but "stratospherically superior" attitude toward black 

people: 

Negroes were slaves, after all, and slaves 
have never been considered as fit literary 
subjects. All of which makes casual literary 
references to accidentally or otherwise 
killed Negroes no less heartless. (Bier 56) 

I would suggest that Welty's casual mention of the 

hanging of an innocent Negro mirrors, not her own bias, 

but the deeply ingrained attitude of a former slave

holding republic, and one of the ugly truths that one 

must swallow along with the watermelon. Furthermore, 

one is reminded of the descent of the narrator from on 

high in the novel's opening pages. As readers we begin 

our story hierarchically above the characters and 

consequently are in a position to judge them--as if we 

had the right. 

Uncle Nathan, who was judged, forgiven, and 

finally blessed by the "inspired" Miss Julia Mortimer, 

has evolved from a ladies man to a religious fanatic 
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and anti-social recluse whose recompense for guilt is 

his slow withdrawal from the human race--behavior that 

echoes Miss Julia's final days of chastened 

superiority. Thus, it appears, to be too "good" is to 

be alienated from society. Neither Miss Julia nor 

Uncle Nathan are ideal vessels of God's omnipotent 

knowledge. Welty portrays them, however, with comic 

affection and the spirit of compassion because, as 

George Meredith concedes, "Comedy is a game." Meredith 

writes: "To love comedy you must know the real world 

and know men and women well enough not to expect too 

much of them, though you may still hope for good" 

(quoted in Sypher 24). Thus, as "targets of American 

humor," the "pieties of religion and politics suffer 

steady attack" (Bier 21). Welty de-sanctifies both, 

manifesting what Bergler refers to as the "inner 

necessity to debunk the 'great' by ridiculing them." 

By proving that every externally encountered 
"hero" is at bottom just another Tom, Dick, 
or Harry, the internal "heroes" are cut down 
to size as well. The unending battle with 
lofty internal models reduces for a short 
moment, which is exactly identical with the 
duration of laughter, the human being's fears 
and dilemmas. (x) 

Native American humor uses irreverence to burst the 

romantically "iridescent bubble of hot air," the 
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illusory surface that has the power to seduce Barnum's 

"sucker" (Bradley 64). 

Welty employs surface details that are as 

straightforward and undisputable, as mysterious and 

puzzling as an unexplained photograph, to render 

"gesture" as the defining feature of a character. The 

technique conveys that "the exalted things of the 

spirit often realize themselves in the most mundane 

objects of unheightened existence" (McKenzie 389). 

However, Welty also admits that this brief glimpse into 

character by way of sensuous and earthy detail has as 

much chance of being misleading as it does 

enlightening: 

The human face and the human body are 
eloquent in themselves, and stubbornly 
wayward, and a snapshot is a moment's glimpse 
(as a story may be a long look, a growing 
contemplation) into what never stops moving, 
never ceases to express for itself something 
of our common feeling. Every feeling waits 
upon its gesture. (One Time 8) 

Although photographs give the illusion of 

communicating, as McKenzie quotes Susan Sontag, "the 

error lies in the assumption that we know the world 

when we accept the world as it looks. Only that which 

narrates can make us understand" (399). 

Photography is an elegiac art, a twilight 
art. • • • All photographs are memento-mori. 
To take a photograph is to participate in 
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another person's mortality, vulnerability, 
mutability. Precisely by slicing out this 
moment and freeing it, all photographs 
testify to time's relentless melt. (McKenzie 
397) 

"I learned from my own pictures, one by one, and 

had to; for I think we are the breakers of our own 

hearts," Welty writes (One Time 7)24 One of her W.P.A. 

photos currently in the Mississippi archival collection 

that did not make it into One Time One Place is of a 

tombstone that states "Erected by a grateful community 

to the memory of Dr. Hugh Bodley, murdered by gamblers, 

July 5, 1835, while defending the morals of Vicksburg" 

(Meese 405). Notwithstanding the fact that 

understatement as the dialectical opposite of 

exaggeration is one of the elements of Southern humor, 

the reader standing in the graveyard is nevertheless 

stranded in the midst of wondering whether to laugh or 

cry. Hence, even that which narrates cannot always, in 

Sontag's words, "make us understand." In this case, to 

laugh would align us with Sir Philip Sidney's 

admonishment that "laughter may lead us to enjoy sin" 

(Bier 475); whereas, according to Freud, it is sin that 

may lead us into laughter. On the other hand, a comic 

reconciliation with life as it is lived in the moment, 

without sin as a restraining force, Constance Rourke 
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suggests, comes "at the point when to the tragic sense 

only an inalienable dissension with life appears" 

(258). In other words, to choose life over sin is both 

redemptive and comic. 

Thus, comedy can be viewed as an act of will, a 

conscious act of art. As readers of a tombstone we are 

alive and in effect have triumphed over the late Hugh 

Bodley, as have the graveyard artists who have imposed 

their will on the "recalcitrant stone." This is a 

notion much like Whitman's "barbaric yawp over the 

roofs of the world," signifying his being as the 

irreducible proof of ultimate good fortune, or perhaps 

godsend (Rourke 174). Moreover, one might say that, 

analogous to Whitman's invocation of the "spirit of 

popular comedy with its local prejudices, fantastic 

beliefs, lack of closure, and improvisatory action," 25 

Welty's foray into photography was, for her, a 

necessary precursor to the amalgamation of tall tales 

that constitute the mega-tale, Losing Battles. Can we 

say, therefore, with certitude that Welty's humor 

functions as "something Southern?" or is it something 

that, rendered in mathematical terms, is closer to -(

Southern)?26 

Hauck observes that one of the basic elements of 
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the Southern tall tale is its "absurd view": 

The humor and the seriousness of these yarns 
is based on a recognition that a perceiver 
can encounter appearances in such a way that 
real things and mythical things become 
indistinguishable. The twin sources of the 
humorous response from liar and listener 
alike are the readiness of both to accept a 
world where myth and reality fall together 
and the eagerness of both to examine that 
ambiguous world from the viewpoint of 
detached observers who relish the absurd. 
(42-43) 

It would be safe to say that, whereas she may 

eschew placing labels on her humor, Eudora Welty, 

nevertheless, relishes the absurd. Indeed, former 

Southern Review colleague Cleanth Brooks has dubbed her 

comedy "merrily absurd" (14). Exhibiting this comic 

readiness to enter into, risk, endure, and shrug off 

whatever life offers Welty expects--or at least 

hopes--for a mirroring response from her reader as a 

kindred spirit, a fellow absurdist. That she utilizes 

raw material indigenous to the South is circumstantial 

for her, incidental for her reader, and coincidental 

with Southern literature's link with the absurd. 

Moreover, I would agree with Jerry Harris's assessment 

that "because Eudora Welty sees reality as 'the 

combination of the internal and the external: out of 

which can be intuited 'the spirit of things,' 'the 

essence of life,'" she is more a "romantic 



104 

essentialist" than what is conventionally termed an 

"existentialist" (9). The South for Welty is that 

sense of place that can actually be any place that 

penetrates the author's consciousness and that becomes, 

then, "the ball of golden thread" (respected like 

Granny Vaughn's loom standing in the passageway--"not 

in the way") that will carry us and "in every sense of 

the word bring us home" (Eye of Story 129). 

Although Eudora Welty's depiction of the South may 

at times allude to stereotypical ideals, her elegiac 

celebration of southern resources should not be 

confused with the defensive motives that inspired the 

plantation literature of the mid-nineteenth century, 

the south of myth, romance, and magic: Margaret 

Mitchell's homogenized South deified in popular 

culture. The "truth" is that William F. Buckley's 

anachronistic, "Spanish moss" South is a sign without a 

signifier, an empty myth. Like Thomas Bangs Thorpe's 

awesome "unhuntable bear," it died when its time had 

come (450). 

Didn't it? 



Notes 

1 In a chapter of The History of Southern 
Literature, Gross compares Welty's celebratory 
affirmation of life's energy and invincibility to 
Emerson's dedication to unconstrained, unrestricted 
living--free of definition a nd f i xity. It i s primarily 
in t his r esp ect that the two are similar. Gross 

explains further in this essay that the nineteenth
century Transcendentalists neither liked nor wrote 
fiction, "perhaps because fiction, being the most 
reality-laden of the literary forms, finds it most 
difficult to convincingly -earn' a celebrative vision" 
(326). Welty, on the other hand, finds fiction a well
suited vehicle of praise. 

2 Camus explains further that there is a degree of 
irreducibility in all things wherein they cannot be 
explained by any human analogy: "The primitive 
hostility of the world rises up to face us across the 
millennia. For a second we cease to understand it 
because for centuries we have understood in it solely 
the images and designs that we had attributed to it 
beforehand, henceforth we lack the power to make use of 
that artifice" (14). 

3 Robert Heilman counts approximately 700 such 
comparisons in Losing Battles, almost 400 of which are 
similes with "like" (287). 

4 Ferguson contends that Losing Battles has been 
underestimated due to "indecision about its genre." 
She notes that Linda Kuehl labels the novel "a six-act 
grand old opry"; Joyce Carol Oats, "a novel about 
domestic love"; Jonathan Yardley, "basically a 
description of ritual"; Christopher Ricks, "a 
melancholy idyll"; John w. Aldridge, "a chronicle of 
family life"; Robert J. Griffin, "a bucolic ballad"; 
and Howard Moss, "a folk tale, a metaphor, and a 
realistic novel blended into one" (305). 

5 The obstruction exists only if the reader is 
looking for serious answers or certifiable meaning. 
The pleasure derived from the miracle of humor, James 
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Cox suggests, "is an invasion into the very temple of 
seriousness, reducing us to the helpless laughter from 
which all our seriousness cannot save us" (120). 

6 Jack's impressionable nature makes him 
especially receptive to pure phenomena. Herbert 
Spiegelberg's description of phenomena by the process 
of negation is the 
"simplest way to indicate the "uniqueness" and ultimate 
difference that makes an event an impressionable 
phenomenon. By declaring what will not happen makes 
clear the possibility that it can and it is that 
possibility that becomes the object of consciousness 
(V.II 673). Jack appears, therefore to be the 
malleable surface upon which impression is made evident 
In this respect, Jack can be described, in fanciful 
terms, as a suspended, free-floating object of 
consciousness intending toward subjectivity. 

7 Judge Moody's insistence on quiet and thought 
appears to indicate his affinity to the Neo-Kantian 
school, who asserts, according to Robert Magliola, that 
"form emanates entirely from the side of the subject 
and that only undifferentiated sense-data issue from 
the side of the outside object. For Kant, knowledge is 
not the grasp but the construction of an object. Being 
for him is a creation or thought" (17). Jack, on the 
other hand, is a literal example of Merleau-Ponty's 
notion of perception as "a human act, which at one 
stroke breaks through all possible doubts in order to 
install itself in the full truth" (Spiegelberg, II 50). 
"Perceiving is committing at one stroke a whole future 
of experiences in a present, which does not strictly 
guarantee it: it is believing in a world. It is by no 
means illusion-proof, but always involves a risk as far 
as any particular perception is concerned" (548). 

8 Gloria is an "ideal object" in Alphonso Lingis's 
terms, whose "presentation" can be repeated 
indefinitely, "rendered present, presented again, 
anywhere, anytime. • • • An index, referring to 
something real, must itself be real; it is the reality 
of the sign that motivates belief in the reality of the 
entity, or event associated with it" (10-11). Gloria 
tries to perpetuate the image of the pristine bride by 
dressing in the traditional white gown even after the 
birth of her baby. Cleo, however, acknowledges the 
difference between an ideal image and its 
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representation and mankind's inclination to imitate the 
ideal by pointing to "organdy scraps as pale as the 
scraps of tin that still lay around from the 
roofing. • • • ~You could make Lady May a little play 
wedding dress, just like yours'" (285). 

9 Lexie Renfro is the maiden aunt who, in 
McAlpin's words, is "the one querulous, alienating 
member of the family" (482). She is probably the most 
consistently disenchanted character in the novel. A 
disappointed teacher, a hostile companion to Miss 
Julia, and a disbeliever of the family myth, Miss Lexie 
is the outsider who announces Jack's arrival, 
admitting, rather sardonically, "Well: you brought him" 
(71). Her concession to the family conjuring makes it 
seem all the more believable. 

10 D. James Neault suggests that Jack's homecoming 
is anticipated not in the present but in legend: 
"Ironically, Cleo (Clio) is the Muse of History and her 
appearance as a newcomer in the family foreshadows a 
new perspective in the apprehension of time" (42). 
Time will leave its impact on the legend, thus negating 
the lesson of the myth as it simultaneously presents 
it. 

11 Bier explains that once antagonism is called 
upon as "a motive force," in the comic expose, the 
antithetic energy seeks to satisfy itself to full 
measure. The nature of what it reveals as the truth 
under all appearances and made up myths feeds back upon 
the process of comic exposure" (89). 

12 Moreland argues that "fairy tale perfection 
forbids the existence of choices." Acts are 
accomplished in accordance not with old wisdom, but 
with "old foolishness" following rules of their own 
that are "quite as strict to time. The fairy tale is 
about wishes and thus grants a wish itself" (94). 

13 Bergson explains that "there is a logic of the 
imagination, which is not the logic of reason, with 
which philosophy must reckon not only in the study of 
the comic, but in every investigation of the same kind. 
It is something like the logic of dreams, though of 
dreams that have not been left to the whim of 
individual fancy, being the dreams dreamt by the whole 
of society. This interpenetration of images does not 
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come about by chance. It obeys the laws which hold the 
same relation to imagination that logic does to 
thought" (87). 

14 Hinton quotes Frye's contention that "the 
family takes for granted the world that is full of 
anomalies, injustices, follies, and crimes, yet is 
permanent and undisplaceable" (226). I would suggest, 
however, that what Hinton refers to as their ironic 
"blind will to persist" in the face of much needed 
change is not detrimental. They do, in fact, endure 
because the impermanence of their lives forces them to 
circumvent what they can not assimilate, and ignore 
what they can not reconcile. The only death in the 
"present" text of Losing Battles is Miss Julia 
Mortimer's. Even the Buick survives, albeit the worse 
for wear. 

1S Camus writes that "the constant tension that 
keeps man face to face with the world, the ordered 
delirium that urges him to be receptive to everything, 
leave him another fever." [It is] the fever of 
creation and "it has no more significance than the 
continual and imperceptible creation in which the 
actor, the conqueror, and all absurd men indulge every 
day of their lives. All try their hands at miming, at 
repeating, and at re-creating the reality that is 
theirs. All existence for a man turned away from the 
eternal is but a vast mime under the mask of the 
absurd. Creation is a vast mime" (94). 

16 Spiegelberg explains Husserl's insight into the 
unstated parallel structure of the objective referent 
of any subjective act, i.e a subject-object 
relationship important to the experience of Welty's 
writing: "This parallelism forms the basis for a 
correlative investigation under which both aspects of 
any phenomenon are to be studied and described in 
conjunction. To study one without the other would be 
an artificial abstraction, which may have its uses, but 
which ultimately requires reintegration into the 
context of the concrete experience from which they have 
been isolated" (V. 1, 103). Camus writes, "Art can 
never be so well served as by a negative thought. Its 
dark and humiliated proceedings are as necessary to the 
understanding of a great work as black is to white" 
(113). Welty also creates her own metaphor for this 
philosophical stance: "Sculpture exists out in space: 
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that is what it commands and replies to" (Eye of the 
Story 118). 

17 Welty admits in an earlier essay to being 
somewhat of an "obstructionist" in her writing. 
However, when Gail Garrison, a sophomore at Milsaps 
College, in 1960, queried her she did not remember it: 
"Gee, I don't remember saying that. I don't know in 
what sense I said that. I really can't explain it. I 
really don't know--I'm not doubting you--but I must 
have meant something in context that I can't get my 
finger on. I'm sorry" (Prenshaw Conversations with EW 
14) • 

1 8 Bergler argues that the absence of common 
sense, coupled with a failure to accept everyday 
experience, is a "joke" experience, which provokes 
laughter--laughter at stupidity. Gloria's facade of 
common sense is her weapon against Jack's improvisation 
from which she wishes to save him. Bergler writes 
further that [ironically] "behind this type of facade 
is hidden an unconscious infantile admiration for and 
magical attraction to any rebellion against rules 
forced on the child by all educators" (276). Thus, 
Gloria, who is in the throes of rebelling against Miss 
Julia, is attracted to Jack, according to Bergler, 
because he is not bound by the authority of school 
teachers, not because he needs her teaching. 

19 Wallace Stevens writes of "the pressure of 
reality" that is "the determining factor in the 
artistic character of an individual. The resistance to 
this pressure or its evasion in the case of individuals 
of extraordinary imagination cancels the pressure so 
far as those individuals are concerned" (975). Since 
Granny is not always rational and lucid, one might say 
that she is fueled primarily by imagination and memory. 
Her song and dance is analogous to, in Stevens's notion 
of, a "violence from within that protects us from 
without. It seems, in the last analysis, to have 
something to do with our self preservation; and that no 
doubt, is why the expression of it, the sound of its 
words, helps us to live our lives" (979). 

20 In "Struggling Against the Plaid: An Interview 
with Eudora Welty" taped in November, 1980, Jo Brans 
discusses William Faulkner's "formidable" presence in 
Mississippi and his influence on Welty's work. Welty's 
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response is slightly testy regarding the presence of 
Faulkner's writing in Mississippi--"! was glad he was 
there, and I loved his work, but he wasn't hovering 
over my work. Because when you're writing, you're just 
thinking about your story, not how Faulkner would do 
it, how would Chekhov do it, how would Katherine Anne 
Porter do it? Brans: I wasn't really asking you that. 
I know that's not true. Welty: Well, a lot of people 
do wonder, just because he lived there, and of course 
it is a formidable thing" (302). 

21 In the interview Buckley tried to pigeonhole 
Welty by challenging her artistic merit based on the 
assumption that she, as a Southerner, must naturally 
feel responsible for upholding the 19th century image 
of the South and, figuratively speaking, preserving the 
home of Jefferson Davis. Welty replied: "I am not a 
bit interested in preserving the home of Jefferson 
Davis. I am interested in human beings who are alive. 
I respect history for what it is, but I am speaking as 
a worker, somebody who likes to write. I like living 
life" (104). 

22 Longstreet's Georgia Scenes helped to initiate 
the Southwestern humorist school of writing. Four 
years after its publication Longstreet was made 
president of Emory College in Atlanta. Although his 
subsequent writings are not held in high esteem, his 
influence on later Southern writers has been valuable 
(Forkner and Samway 285). 

23 Whiz Bang began publication in 1919 and the 
response was immediately positive. By 1921 Fawcett 
claimed that circulation was "soaring to the million 
mark." Although circulation dropped during the 
Depression, Fawcett's publishing house grew 
substantially. Profits from Whiz Bang subsidized many 
other magazines, the Mickey Spillane novels and later 
the John D. McDonald novels and the Peanuts series 
(Coyle 135, 141). 

24 Welty's first full-time job was with the 
Mississippi state office of the Works Progress 
Administration as a junior publicity agent. Of this 
experience, she writes: "Traveling over the whole of 
Mississippi, writing news stories for county papers, 
taking pictures, I saw my home state at close hand, 
really for the first time. The camera was a hand-held 
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auxiliary of wanting-to-know. Photography taught me 
that to be able to capture transience by being ready to 
click the shutter at the crucial moment was the 
greatest need I had" (One Writer's 84). 

25 Rourke notes that "in his early "Boston Ballad" 
Whitman joined in the classic comic warfare between the 
backwoodsman and the Yankee. Half gravity, half 
burlesque, in its swift slipping from the foothold of 
reality the poem is not far from the pattern of the 
tall tales or from the familiar extravagant form of 
mock-oratory" (174). 

26 Hauck observes that, "by assuming a detached 
and superior point of view from which author and reader 
can watch absurd manipulations in an absurd world" the 
author and reader share an alternative to nihilism 
( 7 6) • 
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