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Abst r act

“Of One Kind or Another”: Rape in the Fiction of
Eudora Welty explores the ways in which Eudora Welty's
repeated inclusion of rape in her fiction reveals and
guestions southern society and wonen’s roles in it. Despite
t he vague, even confusing | anguage with which she descri bes
the incidents of rape. Welty offers a rich, forceful
commentary upon the culture and wonen’s roles in it. The
anbiguity with which she describes rape reveal s anbi val ence
toward the society that Welty may be said at once to
protect and to expose. An exanmi nation of Wlty' s use of
rape in her fiction reveals a troubling anbival ence, but,
in the context of Welty's fiction, the persistent inage of
rape does allow Wlty to voice a critique of southern
cul ture.

Chapter One denonstrates Welty’'s anbi val ence towards
both the South and violence in it. Chapter Two anal yzes the
rape i magery in one story fromeach collection of short
fiction, and delves into the conventions of fenmale decorum
that these stories expose. Chapter Three explores Wlty’'s
commentary on race in southern society that is evidenced in
contrasting rape scenes in The Robber Bridegroom

Wlty's repeated use of rape inmagery invites further

exploration of its significance in Wlty' s fiction. Wat



this repetition reveals, in fact, is Wlty' s assessnment of
gender and racial roles in the south. In both her short
fiction and in her novella, Wlty uses rape to reveal
cultural norns and expectations of wonmen in southern

soci ety.
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Chapter 1:
“A ‘Distorted” Picture of Dixie":
Rape and Anbi val ence in Eudora Welty's Fiction
On Novenber 4, 1958, Eudora Welty stated in her
homet own newspaper, the Jackson, M ssissippi, Carion
Ledger, that “southern authors who enphasi ze viol ence tend
to give the world a ‘distorted’ picture of Dixie” (Carion
Ledger 1958). Wth this comment, Welty betrays a
consci ousness of herself as a southern author and of her
responsibility to give the world an accurate picture of
“Dixie.” Wlty appears al nost protective of the South of
whi ch she wites; in fact, she further denies an enphasis
on a violent South in her own witing. Wlty explains that
she avoi ds describing violence in her fiction because she
does not understand it well enough to wite about it: *“I
don’t know nuch about it. I wite what | know about”
(Cd arion Ledger 1958).
Twenty years later in an interview with Reynolds Price
in 1978, however, Welty contradicted her earlier
per spective:
There’s plenty of violence inlife, and I would
be the last to deny it--but it comes fromw thin
human beings. That’s its source, and you can

wite about the source with any set of tools you



wi sh. The novel has got to reflect life--life is

violent and it has to show viol ence.

(Conversations 233)
Here, unlike in the earlier disclainer, WIlty acknow edges
her awareness of aggression. But the contrast between
these two extrene statements is revealing, indicating
Welty’ s anbi val ence towards violence. In fact, she
expresses her anbival ence about the view that the South is
a violent place not only in her interviews, but also in her
fiction.

Per haps Welty’s bol dest depiction of rape is in a
manuscri pt that she left unfinished. In a reflection on
their friendship shortly after Wlty's death, Price
recalled a story idea in which rape figured prom nently:

In those latter years, Eudora frequently
told me she was working on a story about the
effects on a comunity of single wonen, nostly
school t eachers, when one of themis raped. She
said it was “threatening to becone a novel,” and
| said, “Let it.” But she never showed ne any
pages; if any of this manuscript survives, we can
hope it will prove publishable. (Price, “One

Witer's,” 2)



Qobviously, this thenme was one to which Welty returned,
repeatedly, and one can only specul ate about Wlty’'s
failure to finish this story that was “threatening to
beconme a novel.” Wiile the plot may have been clear to
Welty, she may still have been anbi val ent about presenting
such a clear portrayal of violence agai nst wonen; Welty may
have been conflicted about finishing such a story. |ndeed,
many of her stories reveal conflicting and often confusing
depi ctions of aggression in the South. WlIty at once

deni es and details violence in her work.

When abuse does occur in her fiction, Wlty does not
describe it in great detail; nevertheless, it does occur
frequently. What is nore, often the assaultive behavior
depicted by Wlty is the nost heinous type of crine--rape.
In fact, sexual violation--the act of rape or the
appearance of a rapist--occurs in a nunber of Welty’'s
works. In “Petrified Man,” M. Petrie’'s crime is raping
numer ous wonen; in “At the Landing,” Jenny is raped not
once, but nultiple tines; in “June Recital,” Mss Eckhart
is raped and then shanmed for being the victim in “The
Burning,” not only is Mss Myra raped, but the black
servant Delilah is also offered to the Union sol diers by

her mstress; and in Wlty' s |onger work, The Robber



Bri degroom both the young, virginal white girl and the
| ndi an nmai den are raped.

In spite of the repeated appearance of rape in her
wor k, Welty does not give detailed descriptions of the rape
scenes. In fact, the reader is often |eft wonderi ng whet her
a rape has taken place. Oten the scenes involving rape or
di scussi ons about rape depend upon the nost oblique
| anguage in Wlty's work. Her seem ng equivocation--to
i ncl ude sexual viol ence agai nst wonen but to do so
sketchil y--perhaps betrays her anbival ence towards what
this viol ence suggests about the South. And yet, even in
t heir vagueness, Wlty' s depictions of rape are potent.
Utimately, in narrating rape mninmally in her work, Welty
si mul t aneously remai ns anbi val ent about the violence in the
culture of which she wites and says vol unes about the role
of wonen and their value within southern society.

The role of violence within the witing of Welty has
been investigated by few, and even fewer have delved into
t he purpose that rape scenes play within her work. This
critical oversight is surprising, not only because of the
contenporary interest in uncovering a Welty | ess genteel
t han she was earlier thought to be, but al so because Wlty
herself invites an analysis of her work in light of its

enphasi s on rape.



In a letter to the witer Jean Stafford in 1976, Wlty
acknow edges her awareness of rape as a contenporary issue,
i ncludi ng her know edge of Susan Brownmller’s ground-
breaki ng work, and she explains that her own work deal s
wi th the subject:

| enjoyed the Guest Word in the NYTBR call ed
“Fearful Symmetry” by Lionel Tiger, author of
“The Inperial Animal” with Robin Fox, in which
he nanes you—aut hor of “The Muntain Lion” and
“Elephi, the Cat with the High 1Q” as the only
cl ear-headed reviewer of S. Brownmller’s book.
| mssed that review, and didn't read the book
(on purpose besides every other reason, as |I’'m
trying to wite a story with rape in it of one
kind or another.)?
In this letter to Stafford, Wlty recognizes that there are
many different definitions of rape, but her recognition
seens alnost flippant. Wlty' s confession that she is
witing “a story with a rape in it of one kind of another”
seens, at first, to be careless and even thoughtless. And
yet, in the context of her work, Wlty s comment may be
read instead as an attitude al nost of resignation to the

reality of rape. Furthernore, the assaults in Wlty s work



do not assume significance because of how the assault is
acconpl i shed; rather rapes are inportant because of what
t hey reveal about the perpetrator, the victim and
ultimately the culture that produced both. Wile the
intricate details of how femal e characters are raped may be
mssing fromWlty' s work, Welty's depictions of wonen’s
responses to violation are not. In her fiction, Wlty
seens considerably nore concerned with the victims
response to rape and with the response of other wonen to
the victimthan with the nmal e perpetrators of these
assaults or with the actual assaults thenselves. In
subtle, carefully nuanced scenes, Wlty reveals, with
| anguage that at once deni es and exposes aggression toward
wonen in the South, rape after rape of wonen white and
bl ack, rich and poor. Wth nore careful caricatures of
wonen’ s responses to rape, Welty exposes not only the
obvious reality that “life is violent,” but also the nore
conplex truth that wonen sonetinmes replicate the val ues by
whi ch t hey have been deval ued.

The issue of sex and wonen in the South is
conplicated, and many works of southern literature deal
with the conplex way in which wonen have been cast into

fem nine roles, which both negate and require sexua

! University of Colorado Special Collections Division.



identities. It is ironic, given that sex itself has |ong
been a taboo subject in the genteel South, that many works
of southern literature by wonen, from Chopin’s The
Awakeni ng, to Hurston’s Their Eyes Wre Watching God, to
Wal ker’s The Color Purple, to Allison’s Bastard out of
Carolina treat wonen’s sexuality as a central issue. As
Susan V. Donal dson and Anne Goodwyn Jones expl ain, wonen’s
sexual ity has been one of the issues in southern l[iterature
that “rings wwth a peculiar resonance” (Donal dson 1).
| ndeed, because of the tinme-honored traditions of fenmale
sexual propriety in the South, gendered sexual behavior has
been thoroughly coded and betrays a strict ordering in
society in which wonen are, to say the |least, to be objects
rat her than subjects.

Luce Irigaray, in her challenge of both Freudian and
Lacani an readi ngs of fermale sexuality, highlights the
di senfranchi sed role for wonen in Western society. She
interprets the history of psychoanal ysis as a nal e-oriented
tradition in which wonen are assigned passive rather than
active roles. Like Sinone de Beauvoir before her, Irigaray
argues that being deni ed sexual subjecthood and bei ng
defined as sexual object have reduced wonen’s role and
ultimately wonmen’s power in society. In southern culture,

t hen, where masculinity was one of a nunber of “Ilost



causes” that had to be recovered, wonen’s

di senfranchi sement was essential to the return of the

chivalric traditions of the old South. |In fact, Kate

MIllett, in her work Sexual Politics, a work that al ong

with de Beauvoir’s and Irigaray’ s has increased awareness

of wonen’ s sexual roles and paved the way for contenporary

anal yses of rape, exposes the deval uation of wonen as

anyt hi ng but sexual objects in southern society:
Traditionally rape has been viewed as an of fense
one mal e conmts upon anot her—a matter of abusing
“his woman.” Vendetta, such as occurs in the
Anmerican South, is carried out for masculine
sati sfaction, the exhilarations of race hatred,
and the interests of property and vanity (honor).
(44)

Qoviously, rape reflects other, inportant gender and racial

hierarchies in the South.

Jacquel yn Dowd Hall, in “"The Mnd That Burns In Each
Body’': Wonen, Rape, and Racial Violence,” has al so
explored the role of rape in southern society. 1In fact,

Hal | descri bes the “Southern Rape Conplex” as a pattern in
sout hern soci ety that heightens racial and gender
hi erarchi es by enphasi zing the violence of black male

perpetrators and the dependence of white female victins



upon white nmale saviors (332). Hall’s main interest is in
t he di senpower ment of wonen that results in a rape culture.
That sexual violation is so often linked to male dom nation
of southern wonen hei ghtens the inportance of rape in
Welty's fiction. And yet the critical oversight of rape in
Welty's work persists and is, in fact, consistent with the
overall scarcity of theoretical inquiry or textual analysis
of rape in general.

Al t hough few critics have considered the way in which
rape is enblematic of gender and racial ideology in Wlty’s
fiction, several critics have exam ned the role of sex and
sexual violation in a broader sense in Wlty's fiction
Patricia Yaeger, for exanple, in Dirt and Desire:
Reconstructing Southern Wonen’s Witing, 1930-1990 insists
that wonmen’s bodies are inportant in southern wonen' s
literature because they often have neani ngs beyond their
own bodily substance: “the bodies in southern wonen’s
fiction can be intensely political; they are often
concerned with ‘larger cultural, racial and political
t hemes” (121). Al though Yaeger acknow edges the inportance
of wonen’ s bodi es, she does not explore the repeated rape
imagery in Welty’s work in light of her thesis on the

i nportance of wonen’ s bodi es.



Rebecca Mark in The Dragon’s Bl ood: Fem ni st
Intertextuality in Eudora Welty's ‘ The Gol den Apples’,
| ooks at the role of sex and sexual violation within The
Gol den Appl es. Mark argues that Welty creates a space in
whi ch usual, tradition roles of nmale and female are
di m ni shed:
By focusing on the connection and
di sjunction of the female, we m ght overl ook the
ways in which all categories, including
masculinity and femninity, are being decentered
and, nore inportantly, how the center itself
beconmes in the fictional world of Welty’'s
narratives intertextual universe in which old
notions of disjunction or ‘“wonen’s world no
| onger apply. In fact to assune that there is one
female identity and one fenale world is to
greatly dimnish the continually evol ving and
expanding signification that is the radical gift
of Welty femnism (13)
Mar k denonstrates that in Welty’s fiction there is not one
set definition for femninity or masculinity. Mrk argues
that Welty's refusal to accept one role for men and wonen
denonstrates to the reader Welty's idea that neither of the

sexes can be forced into set roles. From Mark’ s

10



per spective, then, sexual violation does not highlight
wonen’s roles. But clearly Wlty's fermale victins and mal e
perpetrators do conformto stereotypically gendered roles.
In fact, I would argue that Welty highlights
stereotypically gendered roles and reveals femal e
characters who have so identified with the strictly ordered
roles in southern society that they, in turn, limt other
wonen by hel ping to enforce such gender conventi ons.

Still other critics have exam ned the significance of
aggression in Wlty's work. Both Loui se Gossett and Loui se
West |l ing have explored the role of violence, but neither
CGossett nor Westling has conment ed upon the connection
between Wl ty' s anbi val ent portrayal of rape in her fiction
and her anbivalent attitude towards the south itself.

Loui se Gossett, in her book Violence in Recent
Sout hern Fiction (1965), explores the role of violent acts
within the witing of Welty. CGossett argues that Wlty uses
violence within her witing to aid the characters’ search
for their identity:

In nost instances in Mss Wlty' s fiction,

vi ol ence does not destroy the central character, but

corrects his view of hinself. The fact that his

consciousness is separate fromall other consciousness

is not altered by his new perception, but the

11



separation no |onger cripples him Having recognized

his condition, he may be enabled to comrunicate with

ot hers. Although his bridges between island

consci ousness are unsubstantial and need continuous

rebuil di ng, he can now live wthout despair. If the

character suffers fromthe antecedent condition of

bei ng hinself one of the unaware, he may be awakened
by violence. Once alert, he can turn his unawareness
into awareness in the kind of conversion which Henry

Janmes cel ebrated as maki ng the person on whom not hi ng

is lost. (102-103)

Cossett argues that the acts of violence serve as an
awakeni ng for the character being violated. The abuse of
the characters brings themout of their isolation from
society, enabling themto comrunicate with others.
Cossett, |like Mark, does not distinguish between nale and
female victins of violence. |In fact, CGossett’s reading of
Welty' s fiction ignores the preval ence of rape and the
resulting comrentary on sout hern gender rol es.

Li kewi se, Louise Westling, in her work Sacred G oves
and Ravaged Gardens, explores the issue of violence in
Welty' s fiction, but Westling does differentiate between
mal e and female victins. 1In fact, Westling actually

focuses on the nore specific act of rape, but Westling

12



al nrost di sm sses the significance of rape in Wlty’'s

fiction in her generalization:
In nost of these instances, rape appears to be a
natural, if sonetines inconvenient, sexua
encounter from which wonen, |ike slightly annoyed
hens, pick thensel ves up, shake their feathers,
and go on about their business. The roosters
strut away to further conquests. (100)

Westling argues that Wlty's femal e characters consi der

rape as an inconvenience, and the nmales operate as if it is

normal behavior. Indeed, the assaults in Welty' s fiction

do occur so frequently that they seem al nost to be

expected, but “natural” goes too far in mnimzing the

i nportance of this pattern of sexual aggression. In fact,

Westling’ s assessnent that rape seens al nost natural in

Velty's work reflects a common under standi ng of rape as a

part of what Susan Brownmller calls the “educative process

of becomng a female” (In Qur Tine 203).

Nevert hel ess, Wlty’'s victinms do pick thensel ves up,

al t hough the business that they “go about” varies according

to the inpact the rape has had on them Several of the

victinms attenpt to have the nen who have raped them marry

them or at |east declare a comnmtnent, as in Jenny in “At

The Landi ng” and Rosanond in The Robber Bridegroom But,

13



because of her outcast status in society, Mss Eckhart in
“June Recital” does not nove into the acceptable role of

wi fe, but instead becones a social pariah. And ot her wonen,
such as Delilah in “The Burning,” nust deal w th being
sacrificed as the spoils of war. Indeed, the perpetrators
in Wlty’s works do “strut away to further conquests,”
portraying a total disregard for wonen, but this behavior
is not atrait enbodied by nen alone. The business that
the wonen pursue in “Petrified Man” is turning in the
rapi st for a cash reward, with al nost negligent regard for
his victins.

Regardl ess of the victims response to being raped,
Welty' s repeated inclusion of rape incidences in her
fiction reveals it as a significant vehicle for indirect
social commentary on southern society and wonmen’s rol es.
Her attention to details concerning other wonen’s responses
to victins creates a conplex view of wonen in southern
society. In each incident of rape in Wlty fiction, Wlty
portrays southern culture and offers clear comentary on
wonen’s roles in it, despite the vague, even confusing
| anguage with whi ch she describes the actual rapes. The
anbiguity with which Welty descri bes rape should not be
negl ected, for it reveal s anbival ence towards the society

that Welty may be said at once to protect and to expose.

14



An exanmination of Wlty’'s use of rape in her fiction
reveal s what is perhaps a troubling anbival ence to the
contenporary reader, but in the context of Welty' s fiction,
the persistent imge of rape does allow Wlty to voice a
critique of Southern culture. |In their collection of Wlty
criticism Does the Witer Crusade?, Suzanne Marrs and
Harriet Pollack inquire into the political aspects of
Welty' s work, battling the perception that Welty’s fiction,
i ndeed Wlty herself, is apolitical. An exploration into
the repeated use of rape as an inmage in her fiction reveals
Welty' s subtle indictnment of southern society, both for its
gender and its racial ideologies.

In order to denonstrate the breadth of Welty' s use of
rape imagery in her fiction, in Chapter Two | analyze it in
one story fromeach of Welty's four collections of short
fiction, and | explore the conventions of fenmale decorum
that these stories expose. Wlty s short story “Petrified
Man,” from her collection A Curtain of Green, denonstrates
not only that nmen see wonen as conmodities to be used for
their personal satisfaction, but also that wonen nay
ermul ate such comuodi fication of wonen. The reader is shown
that even wonen assign a dollar value to wonen when Ms.

Pi ke turns the rapist in for the reward, and when Leota,

anot her character in the story, states, “ | guess those

15



wonen didn’t have the faintest notion at the time they' d be
worth a hundred an’twenty-five bucks apiece. . .7 (Welty
27) .

In “At the Landing,” fromWlIlty s collection The Wde
Net, the reader is shown a young girl who is brutalized by
the young man she |l oves and then is gang raped by a group
of fishermen. The nanel ess wonen in the fishing village are
aware of what is happening to Jenny, and they do not hing.
In fact, when one woman wal ks into the roomon the boat
where Jenny has been raped she asks, “‘Is she asleep? Is
she in a spell? O is she dead?” The woman never
acknowl edges the fact that Jenny has been viol ated. |ndeed,
she seens to be al nost unaware that what has happened to
Jenny is a violation at all.

The character M ss Eckhart in “June Recital,” from
Welty's collection The Gol den Apples, is raped by a “crazed
Negro.” The short story explores the issue of the outsider,
and what happens when a “foreigner” ignores expected roles
for the Southern wonman. The story denonstrates that wonen
W Il ostracize other wonen for not adhering to “time-

honored roles.” Additionally the story places wonen in the
rol e of oppressor—a characteristic generally attributed to

nmen.

16



Finally, “The Burning,” fromWIlty' s collection The
Bride of Innisfallen, shows the brutalization of a
Conf ederat e wonan by a conquering Union soldier. Thus,
Welty denonstrates how the raping of the eneny’s wonen
beconmes the literal sexual dom nation of the male eneny.
The wonen are seen as the property of the eneny soldier,
and to violate themis to humliate the eneny. The chastity
of these wonen bel ongs to their husbands, fathers, or
brothers, and the taking of this is a loss to the nen.

Li kewi se, the white wonen see their slaves as sonething to
offer the soldiers. Just as white nmen claimthe chastity
of white wonen as their own property, so white wonen claim
the chastity of black slaves as their own. Delilah, the

bl ack servant, is offered to the conquering Union soldiers;
she is the property of the mistress, and the nmi stress can
offer her to the soldiers in her own stead.

Al t hough “The Burni ng” does explore race, the contrast
between the two rapes in the stories is not as clearly
defined by race as it is in Wlty's novella, The Robber
Bri degroom In Chapter Three, | explore Wlty s commentary
on race in southern society through her contrasting rape
scenes in The Robber Bridegroom The Robber Bri degroom
shows that the young, white maiden’s chastity is the

property of her father to be awarded to Jam e Lockhart.

17



Al t hough Jam e, the bandit, rapes the maiden, taking what
he desires, he does eventually marry her. By contrast,

Wl ty al so describes the assault of a young Indian girl by
Jam e Lockhart’s nenesis, Little Harp, who rapes the Indian
girl because he believes her to be Jame's “one true |ove.”
Not only does Little Harp discard the Indian girl, but also
he sees her as conpletely disposable; in fact, he kills
her. In doing so, Little Harp believes he has viol ated

Jam e, by killing the one Jam e treasures.

Each of these works denotes the value of wonmen and
suggests Welty’'s assessnent of the roles of wonen in
southern culture. She clearly denonstrates that wonen are
viewed as commodities in the marketplace. Additionally,
Welty acknow edges that chastity is what nakes the woman
val uabl e, and, once that is taken, the woman is deened
wort hl ess. Al though the | anguage Welty uses to descri be
these scenes is often vague, the nessage she reveal s about
southern culture is not. Like her anbival ence towards
violence in general, WIlty' s use of rape imgery may seem
anbi val ent because of its lack of specificity. But the
repeated use of rape inagery invites further exploration of
its significance in Wlty' s fiction. Wat this repetition
reveals, in fact, is Wlty' s assessnent of gender and

racial roles in the South. In both her short fiction and
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in her novella, WIlty uses rape to reveal cultural nornms

and expectations in southern society.
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Chapter 2
“To Cel ebrate Her Ruin”:
Gender Rol es and Rape in Eudora Welty's Short Fiction

Eudora Welty is perhaps best known as a short story
witer. Although her short stories portray a w de range of
characters and reflect tonal variations throughout her four
coll ections, there are constant themes that occur through
her work. Welty herself acknow edges in her essay “Witing
and Analyzing a Story” that “it may becone clear to a
witer in retrospect. . .that his stories have repeated
t hensel ves in shadow ways, that they have returned and may
return in the future too—n variations—to certain thenes
(773). Indeed, Wlty’'s short stories do often return to the
sanme thene. Repeatedly throughout her short fiction, she
addresses the issue of rape “of one kind or another,” and
in doing so, she addresses the role of wonen and this
specific kind of victim zation of wonen.

Rape in Wlty's work is never explicit; it is nost
often nmerely alluded to. 1In fact, often rape is tal ked
about in a dreamlike quality that |eaves the reader
guestioni ng what has taken place. |In spite of the vague
| anguage with which Welty depicts sexual violations in
nunmer ous short stories, the rape imgery in Wlty's fiction
reveal s her constant attention to the role of wonen in the

Sout h.  Through her repeated use of rape in her short
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stories, Welty coments on gender roles in the South. In
fact, in spite of her reputation for being apolitical and
in spite of the vague references to rape in her work, Welty
of fers clear depictions of strict gender ideology and the
di senmpower nent of wonen through the treatnent of sexual
assault in her short stories.

At tinmes, Welty’'s femal e characters respond to rape
as if it were the first step in courtship in which they are
taken by force by the man they hope to marry. At other
ti mes, wonen observers turn against female victins of rape,
m m cki ng and soneti nes exaggerating the strict codes of
gender ed behavi or by which they, thenselves, have been
defined. Regardless of how the brutalization takes place
or how the victimresponds to it, the rape references in
Welty serve to define Welty’s South, a South in which
gender roles are distorted into strict, hierarchical nodels
of femal e subjugation. But Wlty' s assessnent of gender
roles in the South does not settle on the predictable
i ndi ctment of m sogyni st male characters. |nstead, much of
Welty's focus in her use of rape imgery is on wonen’'s
response to rape and on other wonen’s responses to rape
victims. Consistently in her treatnent of assaultive

behavior in her short fiction, Welty nore thoroughly
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portrays characters’ responses to rape than the rapes
t hensel ves.

G ven the strict conventions of fenmale behavior in the
South, it is not surprising that Welty shoul d focus her
attenti on upon wonen’s adherence to gender conventi ons,
even in the face of violence towards wonen. Welty, living
in Jackson, M ssissippi, at a tinme when strict gender
i deol ogy woul d have thoroughly defined sexual roles, had
anpl e evidence of the ideology and its resulting inpact
upon wonen. Numerous scholars of southern literature have
acknow edged the inportant role gender ideology plays in
southern literature. Peggy Prenshaw, for exanple, in her
assessnent of roles for wonmen in contenporary southern
literature, acknow edges the ternms by or agai nst which
sout hern wonmen |ive:

| f the South has sought to conserve its
traditions the races, no less has it sought to
maintain its tinme-honored roles for wonen: the
Sout hern | ady, the belle, the sheltered white
woman on a pedestal, the pious matriarch the
naive black girl, the enduring black nother

Rarely does the Southern worman of fact
or fiction ignore the region’s old binding

stereotypes; rather, she acknow edges and reacts
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to the roles with rebellion or accommodati on, or

both, in what becones finely tuned irony. (viii)
Al though Welty's use of rape inmagery mght at first seem
al oof and undevel oped, her attention to the distorted roles
for wonen in southern society, as either victins of sexua
assault or as victimzers of other wonen, is the finely
tuned irony of which Prenshaw wites. Wlty s portraits of
wonen in the South may seem harsh and unt hi nki ng, but Welty
carefully constructs these femal e characters as such strict
adherents to the code of southern conduct that their
responses to other wonen, especially wonmen victins, is
fitting.

O her critics of southern literature have recognized
the inportance of the strict |laws of fenal e decorum as
well. Ilse Dusoir Lind, in her essay “The Mitual Rel evance
of Faul kner Studies and Wnen's Studi es: An
Interdisciplinary Inquiry,” explains the significance of
adhering to what is considered proper behavior of a
Sout hern | ady:

the inmportance of the cult of Southern wonmanhood
was still central to the region’s

conception of itself. Constituting a m x of

strongly felt convictions about class, race, and

patriotic identification with the Add South, the
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i deal i zati on of wonen exerted a powerful

i nfluence on the Southern white wonen. . . . The

Sout hern white woman was expected to be the

i ncarnation of personal beauty, chastity, and

soci al grace. (29)
In her short fiction, Welty uses rape scenes to denonstrate
the incredible |l engths to which wonmen will go to maintain
their idealized status; Welty highlights the reality that
wonen in the South, in enulating the coded behavior by
whi ch they have been reared, hold all other wonen to the
code of behavior as well. Through her use of rape in her
short fiction, Wlty exposes not only southern culture,
with its strict gender ideology, but also the wonen who
adhere to it, even to the extent that they turn against
their southern sisters. Unlike other, nore stereotypical
portraits of southern wonmanhood that portray group after
group of ya-ya sisterhoods and supportive, unified groups
of southern wonen, Welty shatters the romantic, idealized
notion of female comunity in the South with her ironic
portraits of wonen, especially their responses to rape.

The only Welty short story in which the word “rape” is

ever mentioned is “Petrified Man,” fromA Curtain of G een.
Ironically, the victins are unknown to the reader, and no

description is ever given of the violation. Instead rapes
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have occurred prior to the story’ s opening, and the wonen
in the story profit fromtheir recognition of the rapist.

In an article by Charlotte Capers, “The Narrow Escape
of ‘The Petrified Man’: Early Eudora Welty Stories,” Wlty
gives the interviewi ng Capers a history of the story’s
publication: *“*The Petrified Man’ went every where, and
was finally sent back from everybody. . .That was when
tore it up” (31). Welty further explains that she burnt the
original story “in the stove in the kitchen”(32). However,
the Southern Review requested that Welty resubmt the story
so that the editor m ght have another | ook at the story.
Welty describes her response to this request: “Wen
Sout hern Revi ew wrote back and wanted to have anot her | ook
at ‘The Petrified Man” | wote it over” (32). Wth the
recreation of this story, Eudora Welty wote what woul d
beconme one of her nost anthol ogi zed stories. Wile the
story may be popul ar because of its notable southern
di al ect and i npeccabl e capturing of a femal e southern
ritual, visits to the beauty parlor, the story also offers
a problematic view of wonen’s response to rape.

At the onset of the story, the reader is introduced to
Leota, a beautician, who narrates the story. Leota is
joined by Ms. Pike, her neighbor, and M. Petrie, “The

Petrified Man” in the travelling freak show Although the
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story is full of hilarious southern dialect and
exaggerated, eccentricities that anticipate those of
Fl annery O Connor, Welty reveals a haunting picture of
rivalry. The female characters of the story not only
strive to domnate the nmen in their lives, but they are in
conpetition with one another, as well. Each woman strives
to prove herself the better wonan

The story centers around Leota and Ms. Pike's trip to
the freak show and Ms. Pike's realization that “the
Petrified Man” is not only a rapist, but is also her former
nei ghbor, M. Petrie. Although Ms. Pike's realization
propels the story, few critics have noted its inportance,
| et alone that the realization concerns rape.

Numerous critics have commented on “Petrified Man,”
but their primary focus has been on the use of Medusa
imagery within the work. Peter Schmdt, in his critical
commentary “Sibyls in Eudora Welty’s Stories,” argues that
the wonen of the beauty parlor are not the Medusas, but
that mass culture’s expectation and definition of beauty is
in actuality the Medusa:

If there is a Medusa in “Petrified Man” who turns
all who gaze on her to stone, it is the world of
comercial culture, not the women who are its victins.

And it has done its work not by nmerely petrifying its
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victinms with a vision of ugliness, but also by

hypnoti zing themw th a vision of fal se beauty. (86)
Schm dt sees the wonen as the victins of societal
expectations. The beauty parlor’s patrons and enpl oyees
have becone sl aves to society’'s notion of what is
beautiful, and they will do anything to obtain the ideal.
Schm dt does not, however, explore the ways in which the
wonen, albeit victins of society’s expectations, then
willingly, even happily profit fromthe victimzation of
ot her wonen.

Focusing on the phallic imagery in the story, Price
Caldwell, in his article “Sexual Politics in Wlty' s ‘Mon
Lake’ and ‘Petrified Man,’” argues that the world Welty has
created for her characters is one controlled by matriarchal
rule. Caldwell does acknow edge the conpetition between
the wonen in the story; he notes that “Petrified Man”
“describes the world of wonmen who are in direct conpetition
with each other to prove their dom nance over nen” (174).
In spite of his attention to the sexual inmagery in the
story and to the wonen’s rivalry, Caldwell does not explore
the significance of the fact that M. Petrie has been a
rapi st.

As Cal dwell notes, the wonen are indeed in conpetition

wi th one another, so much so that they are willing to
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commodi fy other wonen. By controlling the future of M.
Petrie since she knows he is wanted for rape, Ms. Pike has
throwm down the gauntlet in her conpetition with other
wonen. | ndeed, Ms. Pike has won control over the man who
has commtted a hei nous crine agai nst wonen, rape, a crinme
of violence and sexual dom nation. Thus, by controlling M.
Petrie, Ms. Pike has controlled the nost uncontrollabl e of
men. However, to control M. Petrie, Ms. Pike has

commodi fied his victins.

Leota and Ms. Pike assign the four wonen who have
been raped a doll ar value. Wen her husband is hesitant to
turn M. Petrie in, Ms. Pike defends the action and
delights inits profit: “ *You aint worked a lick in six

mont hs, and here | make five hundred dollars in two

seconds, and what thanks do | get for it?. . .’”"(Collected
Stories 27). Leota, like Ms. Pike, further dehumani zes the
victinse by mnimzing their value: “'Four wonen. | guess

those wonen didn’'t have the faintest notion at the tine
they’d be worth a hundred an’twenty-five bucks api ece sone
day to Ms. Pike "(Collected Stories 27). Leota very

candi dly substantiates bell hooks’ claimthat “rape victins
in patriarchal society [are] seen as having | ost val ue and
worth as a result of the humliation they endured” (218).

For Ms. Pike and Leota, worth is translated into a doll ar
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val ue; therefore, in their eyes the victins have regai ned
some worth through the bounty paid for M. Petrie’s
apprehension. Ms. Pike and Leota conpete for the noney and
for control of M. Petrie’'s fate and, therefore, the value
of the wonen he raped. They are willing not only to
denoralize but also to commodi fy wonmen who have been
violated in order to extend their own control.

In creating this short story, Welty creates a work
that is full of hunorous dial ogue and bizarre details;
however, this hunor quickly turns dark as the central issue
in the story beconmes control, specifically control of
someone who has raped four wonmen. Upon interrogation of
the work, it is clear that Ms. Pike becones the
controlling force of the work, for she not only controls
her husband and her friendship with Leota, but she al so has
done the seem ngly inpossible; she has gained control over
the fate of the one man who violently exerts control over
wonen. In “Petrified Man,” Welty' s critical eye is not
turned on the rapist but on the wonmen who benefit fromhis
crimes and who are thus exposed by the author as conplicit
in the crinmes.

If “Petrified Man” is an exercise in dark conedy, then
“At The Landing” is an excursion into the violent nature of

the world. In an interviewwth Patricia Weatley, Wlty
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commented that “At The Landi ng” was “not a very good story”
(126). In spite of Welty's deprecation, the dreany, dark
story reveals a surprisingly violent episode.

“At The Landing” tells the story of Jenny Lockhart, a
young wonman who has been shielded fromthe world by her
grandfat her. Upon the grandfather’s death, Jenny seeks out
the one person she feels is truly alive and part of the
natural world, Billy Floyd. This enigmatic, self-isolated
young man rapes Jenny and then | eaves her behind at the
| andi ng. Jenny goes in search of Billy, and once again
Jenny is violated; however, this tinme she is gang raped by
fi shermen who know she is in search of Billy Floyd.

Nurmerous critics contend that the rape in “At The

Landi ng” is a vehicle through which Jenny may find
fulfillment. Louise Westling, in her work Sacred G oves and
Ravaged Gardens, argues that the story shows a character
obt ai ni ng sexual whol eness:

Welty does not react to such frank eroticismwth

t he horror Faul kner expresses through Quentin

Conpson’ s angui sh or Jason’s contenpt. |ndeed

t hroughout her fiction, she chanpions wonen’s

free choice of lovers and their essential sexual

whol eness. This inviolability is nost clearly

seen in the representation of rape. . . . In “At
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The Landi ng” Jenny Lockhart is raped first by
Billy Floyd and | ater repeatedly by the fishernen
at the | andi ng when she goes out in search of the
el usive Floyd. The story inplies that she is
finding the fulfillment she | acked while |iving
wi th her genteel grandfather. (99)
Westling maintains that Welty uses rape as a transition
i nto sexual whol eness for Jenny. FromWstling' s
perspective, then, being violated repeatedly is better for
Jenny than living in the protected world of “her genteel
grandfather.” Westling seens to disregard any horror that
one may associate with Jenny’s rape, ignoring that Jenny is
in fact raped, that she is forced to satisfy nmal e sexua
desire.
Li kewi se, Barbara Carson, in Two Pictures At Once In
Her Frane, reads the rape of Jenny as catapulting Jenny
into the world of the living:
For Jenny, who has had the courage to | eave
behi nd the sanctuary of inperviousness created by
her grandfather, this violation is at least life-
whil e the rose-protected bower of her forner
exi stence had been as life-less as a fairy-tale
exi stence. . . .Jenny and the rivernen are united

not only because the act of the nmen nakes
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possi bl e Jenny’s further initiation, but also

because they are finally alike. Equal and

identical in their need for a fuller life, they

all set off fromthe |anding, fromtheir own

i ndi vi dual enptiness, pursuing in their different

ways their quest for life s whol eness. (39-40)
Carson argues that these rapes are Jenny’'s initiation, and
the crimes commtted agai nst Jenny aid her in achieving
whol eness. Carson further argues that Jenny’'s violation
makes her equal with the violator, for after she is raped
by Billy and the fishernmen “they all set off fromthe
| andi ng, fromtheir individual enptiness.” Thus, Carson
suggests that the victimand the victim zation work to
bring all of the characters nmutually out of enptiness and
make them capabl e of searching for a life of whol eness.
Again, the forced sexual encounter seens significantly |ess
i mportant than the presunmed freedomand life that the
actions bring about.

In agreenent with both Westling and Carson, Ruth M
Vande Kieft in her article “The Mysteries of Eudora Welty”
argues that Billy Floyd is responsible for bringing Jenny
into the world:

Billy Floyd, a wild creature of nysterious

origins who fishes on the river, rides al ong
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on the flood and is master of it, is the one who
brings her into the world: not only by his sexual
violation of her, but nore quietly and surely
t hrough her adoring response to his wild beauty,
t hrough the revel ati ons which cone to her about
herself and him and about |ove, which are the
chi ef concerns of the story. (58)
Li ke so many other critics, Vande Kieft believes that Billy
Fl oyd, one of Jenny’s rapists, brings about an
under standing of the world for Jenny. Vande Kieft even
credits Billy with Jenny’s responses and revel ati ons.
Again, neither Billy s action nor those of the fishernen
seeminportant; that Jenny s sexual awakening cones through
force seens irrel evant.
Reading the text in its nythol ogical context, Carol
Manni ng, in her book Wth Ears Opening Li ke Mrning
G ories, discusses the Appollonian and D onysian figures
wi thin the work. Manning argues that Jenny’ s grandfat her
represents “an over-protective Appollonian figure” and
Billy Floyd is a “free-spirited D onysian figure” (90).
Manni ng wites that “the Appollonian approach to life
produces a dull and | onely existence, yet also an orderly
and secure one. . . the Dionysian way of life is nore

interesting but also potentially dangerous” (90). Manning
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believes that Wlty's story favors the D onysian approach:
“Though Welty takes nothing away fromeither side, critics
tend to conclude that she favors the adventurer, her

i nplication being to avoid know edge of the larger world is
merely to exist, not to live” (91). Manning argues that for
the character to exist in the “larger world” of the

Di onysi an character, then she nmust open herself up to
possi bl e viol ation.

These Welty schol ars have interrogated the text of “At
the Landing,” exploring the issue of the rapes of Jenny
Lockhart; however, they have cone to the concl usion that
her brutalization serves as a formof initiation into the
world of the living. In addition to their conclusions that
the rapes are sonehow good for Jenny, critics have
categori zed the tone and circunmstances of Welty’'s Jenny as
a rite of passage.

These critics could even been found in agreement wth
the Freudi an suggestion that wonen often really want to be
brutalized. As Brownmller explains, “It wasn’'t until the
advent of Signmund Freud and his followers that the male
i deol ogy of rape began to rely on the tenet that rape was
somet hi ng wonen desired” (Against Qur WIIl 350). These

Welty critics seemto argue, then, that not only did Jenny
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desire sexual violation, but that she needed the violation
to beconme part of the living world.

Clearly, Jenny is a young woman becom ng aware of the
worl d of desire; however, Welty uses not only tone but also
di al ogue to rai se guestions about how a woman nay express
or experience desire. The narrative reveals that virginity
is often deened the one thing of value that wonen bring to
a heterosexual relationship. “At the Landing” further
reveal s that a woman whose virginity is violated by rape
will often attenpt to right the wong done agai nst her by
revising the distorted relationship into an acceptabl e one.

For Jenny, sex is equated with death. Once Jenny has
been robbed of her one item of value, her virginity, she
has nothing left to trade in a marital market place. She
nmust marry the one who has taken her virginity or be
condemmed to sexual isolation or sexual prostitution. In
conjunction with Jenny’'s loss of virginity, Welty traces
the shattering of Jenny’'s romantic notions of nale
gentility.

Once Jenny’s grandfather dies, Jenny Lockhart finds
herself drawn to Billy Floyd. The narrator’s description
of Billy gives hima surreal quality:

He stopped and | ooked full at her, his strong
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neck bending to one side as if yielding in

pl easure to the wind. H s arns went down, his
fist opened. But for her, his eyes were as bright
and unconsuned as stars up on the sky. (Collected

Stories 244)

Jenny feels the stirrings of desire. Billy s actions

par al | el

forces of nature, the wind, and his eyes are

conpared to the heavens. These descriptions nake him

appear as a force of nature itself. Although Billy is

descri bed as god-like, the sexual stirrings that Jenny

feels for

Billy are tied to death. The narrator describes a

scene in which it beconmes clear that for Jenny sex is death

and for

Billy sex is life:

Anot her day, they wal ked for a little near

t oget her, each picking sone berry or leaf to hold
in the nouth, on their opposite sides of the
l[ittle spring. The pasture, the sun and the
grazing horse were on his side, the graves on
hers, and they each | ooked across at the other’s.
The whole world seened filled with butterflies.

At each step they took, two black butterflies
over the flowers were whirring just alike,
suspended in the air, one circling the other

rhythmcally, or both noving fromside to side in
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a gentle wave-li ke way, one above the other. They
wer e bl ue-black and noving their wi ngs faster
than Jenny's eye could follow, always together,
i ke each other’s shadows. . . (Collected Stories
244)
That Jenny’s sexuality is associated with death is
i ndi cated by the placenent of the grave on Jenny’s side.
Billy, however, is associated with the living: “The
pasture, the sun, and the grazing horse were on his side.”
For Jenny, sex nmeans the end, but for Billy it is
consi dered natural behavior, so nuch so that he is at one
with nature and numerous el enments of nature are “on his
si de.”
Jenny has i magi ned what true love is like, and she has
i mgi ned what loving Billy will be Iike. She assunes that
after Billy violates her, he will love her. In a dreanlike
state, romanticizing what being with Billy will be Iike,
Jenny encounters Billy in nature. The rape of Jenny takes
pl ace on a riverbank. She is awakened froma sleep and “he
violate[s] her and still he was w thout care or demand as
gay as if he were still clanging the bucket at the well”
(Collected Stories 251). For Billy, the world is his for
the taking. Like the food he eats, it was all a “taking

freely of what is free” (251).
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The | anguage and the situation in this story bear
resenblance to the fairy tale “Snow Wiite.” Harriet
Pol lack in her article, “On Welty's use of Allusion:
Expectations and Their Revision in ‘The Wde Net,’ The
Robber Bridegroom and ‘At the Landing,’” discusses the fact
that The Robber Bridegroom and “At The Landing” are stories
that double for one another. Furthernore, “At the Landing”’
takes on a fairytale quality, and The Robber Bridegroomis
a GinmmMs fairytale retold. 1In the fairytale, Snow Wite
i s whi sked away and ki ssed by the fair prince who awakens
her, and they live happily ever after. Unfortunately, Jenny
does not live happily ever after. Jenny, |ike Snow Wite,
does seemto believe that “one day ny prince will cone”;
however, Jenny’s prince cones in the formof Billy Floyd, a
rapi st.

Billy awakens her, not wth a kiss |ike that of Prince
Charm ng, but with a command and a violation of her. Jenny
presunes that they will now live happily ever after. She
says aloud, “‘l wish you and | could be far away. | w sh
for alittle house’” (Collected Stories 251). However,
Billy does not acknow edge her comment: “ideas of any
different thing fromwhat was in his circle of fire m ght
never have reached his ears, for all the attention he paid

to her remarks” (Collected Stories 251). Billy has taken
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what he wanted, and now Jenny is to be discarded; she has

served his purpose—+o satisfy his desire.

Jenny returns to The Landing, and there she attenpts

to wash away any renmains of the river fromthe house,

cl eansing herself of any remi nder of Billy Floyd:

But once inside, she took one step and was into a
whol e new ecstasy, an ecstasy of cleaning, to
wash the river out. She ran as if driven,
carrying buckets and nops. She scrubbed and pried
and shook the river away. Even the pages of books
seened to have been opened and witten on again
by nmuddy fingers. In the |ong days when she
stretched and dried white curtains and sheets,
rubbed the rust off knives and made them shi ne,
and wi ped the dark river fromall the prisns, she
forgot even love, to clean. (Collected Stories

253)

Jenny attenpts to wash away any rem nders of what has

happened to her. Billy is associated with the flood and the

river,

where her rape takes place; therefore, purging her

honme of the river, Jenny is able to forget “even |ove.”

For Jenny, rape and | ove are one; Jenny believes she

| oves Billy, and he takes the one itemshe has to trade in

t he marketpl ace, her virginity. Billy does not joinin wth
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Jenny when she wishes for “a little house.” Jenny’s
synbol i c cl eansing of the house, and, by extension,
hersel f, allows her to forget the pain of the rape, which
she has equated with | ove. Jenny eventual ly, however, goes
in search of Billy again once she has recovered fromthe
shock of their intinmacy:
But at last the trenbling left and dull strength
cane back, as if a wound had ceased to flow its
bl ood. And then one day in sumrer she could | ook
at a bird flying in the air, its tiny body |like a
fist opening and closing, and did not feel daze
or pain, and then she was heal ed of the shock of
| ove. (Collected Stories 253)
In this passage it beconmes clear that for Jenny the taking
of her virginity, the taking of what was free, sonehow
equal s a show of love, and the rape is translated into
sonmet hi ng as benign as “the shock of love.” Once Jenny is
“heal ed of the shock of |ove,” she goes forward in search
of Billy Floyd, the man who nust | ove her, she reasons.
Jenny does what the wonen of the town denonstrate to her,
after they had conme by “to celebrate her ruin” (Collected
Stories 254). The wonen encourage Jenny’s m sgui ded
obsession with Billy, “Wy don’t you run after hin®”

(Collected Stories 254). Billy Floyd is | ooked upon by the
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wonen as the only man who woul d want Jenny now, and the
wonen encourage Jenny to try to recreate the relationship
in an acceptable form

Jenny does run after him and it is then that she
di scovers the full neaning of the narrator’s coment, “Just
like all nen, he was sonething of an animal” (Collected
Stories 254). The nmen in the fishing canp where Jenny ends
up waiting for Billy, like Billy, live up to their animal -
like reputations. Jenny is gang raped by the nen of the
fishing canp. Wth the description of the assault, Wlty
paints the picture of a violently horrific act.

But after a certain length of time, the nen
t hat had been throw ng knives at the tree by the
| ast |ight put her inside a grounded houseboat

One by one the nmen cane in to her. She
actually spoke to the first one.

When she call ed out, she did not call any
name; it was a cry with a rising sound, as if she
said ‘G back,’ or asked a question, and then at
the last protested. A rude |augh covered her cry

.(Col l ected Stories 258)
Jenny has becone sonething to be used. She has no val ue,
for she has neither a husband nor her virginity; therefore,

she is considered “ruined” and sonething to be used and
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di scarded. The nen denonstrate no recogni zable guilt or
even concern for their actions.

The end of the story |eads the reader to believe that
i ndeed Jenny has nothing to offer. She stays on the river,
and, as each young boy grows up, he becones the next man to
use Jenny and discard her: “The younger boys separated and
took their turns throwing knives with a dull pit at the
tree” (Collected Stories 258). The ol der nen who “had been
throwi ng knives at the tree” gang rape Jenny; the story
| eads us to believe that the young nen will follow the
animalistic exanples set forth for themby their fathers.
The boys at the end have begun to emrul ate the behavi or of
their fathers by throwing knives at the tree, the ritua
they were performng prior to raping Jenny.

Velty's “At the Landing” tells the tale of a young
wonman vi ol ated repeatedly by nmen. Al though the rapes of
Jenny are vague, the town’s response to these rapes exposes
the societal notion that Jenny m ght deserve such
treatment. Helen Haste, in her work The Sexual Metaphor,
asserts that wonen have been placed in two categories:

Nice Grls and the Other Kind. Haste describes the
di fferent types of wonen in the foll ow ng way:
Nice Grls didn’t use bad | anguage, express

explicit sexual interest, or wear provocative
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cl ot hes. The underlyi ng assunption was that woren
wer e supposed to operate the sexual constraints,
and were rather delicate creatures who needed
protection fromthe unpl easant nmanifestations of
sexuality. It was al so assuned to be a
protection: Nice Grls didn’t get raped because
t hey aroused chivalry rather than lust. (277)
Al t hough Jenny is, arguably, a “Nice Grl,” the town’s
response to her rape, especially the wonen’s di sm ssal of
its seriousness, negates such clear, causal categories.

In both “June Recital” and “The Burning,” Wlty | eaves
behind the dream|i ke state of her victimin “At the
Landi ng.” She al so departs fromthe farcical tone used in
“Petrified Man.” In both “June Recital” and “The Burning,”
the rape victins are not naive girls |ooking for |Iove, nor
are the rapists nen whomthe victins would choose for
husbands. The rapes in these stories are violations in a
| arger sense of “sout hern womanhood,” rapes of wonen who
must reckon with this violation in the context of their
mature |ives.

In the short story “June Recital” fromWlty’s
col l ection The CGol den Apples, Wlty tells the story of

passion and the artist. She returns to the idea of the

m sunderstood artist, a thene also explored in
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“Power house.” Gail Mortimer, in her work Daughter of the
Swan, exam nes the reasons the wonen of Morgana, the
setting for “June Recital,” find Mss Eckhart, the story’s
pr ot agoni st, different:

M ss Eckhart is an outsider, too different
from anyone else in Mdurganna to fit into their
notions of acceptability. She is ostracized
because she is German in an era that included
Wrld War |, a Lutheran (an unheard of religion),
unmarri ed, passionate about the nusic her pupils
play, a stern teacher, runored to be in love with
a shoe sal esman who does not return her feelings,
and (so the |local grocer reports) an eater of
cabbage and pigs’ brains. (127-128)

Mortimer does not include in this lengthy list the one item
that is a part of Mss Eckhart and that in the eyes of the
town’ s wonen sets her further apart fromthem her rape.
Mortimer does ultimtely acknow edge the rape; however, she
does not explore its purpose. Likewi se, Carey Wall, in the
article “ “June Recital’: Virgie Rainey Saved,” nentions
the assault of M ss Eckhart in passing, much the sane way

it is treated in the short story itself. The rape of M ss
Eckhart is often acknow edged by critics but rarely, if

ever, expl ored.
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The role that the rape plays in the story is difficult
to discern because it does not happen wthin the time span
of the story. The reader |learns of the rape from Cassi e,
the narrator. The reader never hears an account of the
violation by Mss Eckhart herself. The reader has only the
tone of the story and the accounts of Mss Eckhart’s life
to use in an attenpt to understand this rape. Not only is
the rape used by Welty to further separate M ss Eckhart
fromthe townswonen, but her reaction to the violation
further places Mss Eckhart in the role of a foreigner.

M ss Eckhart does not allow the rape to define her, and she
breaks away fromthe standards of southern wormanhood t hat
the other wonmen in Morgana woul d have been taught to obey.
M ss Eckhart does the unthinkable for the wonen of Mbrgana;
she ignores “the region’s old binding stereotypes” which
woul d have dictated how she should react to being raped.

In fact, Peter Schmdt, in The Heart of the Story:
Eudora Welty’s Short Fiction, highlights this focus on
wonen’ s ostracizing one another: “’June Recital’ brings
into focus as none of Welty's other stories do the social
pressures that ostracize a wonan” (86). Indeed, the reader
is showmn a woman who is ostracized by the comunity.
Schm dt adds to the list that Mrtinmer gives, the list of

ways that M ss Eckhart does not fit into Morgana society:
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.the very name by which Mss Eckhart is known
procl ai ns her foreignness. Married wonen fromthe
best famlies in Mdrgana are still properly
addressed using their first nane and their naiden
name,. . .Such a custom both acknow edges their
status as married wonen yet preserves their
earlier position as |eading nenbers of sone of
the town’s nost inportant famlies. . .though
this practice can be properly called
‘“matriarchal’ because it proclains the inportance
of original famly. . .it also concedes that
their group renmai ns subordinate to the male
institution of marriage and the church: the
courtesy title *Mss,’” their first nanmes, and
their ‘maiden” nanes belong to the wonen, so to
speak, and are used when they address each other,
but their last names remain their husbands’ and
are used in those situations where their husbands

power must be acknow edged. (90)

Schm dt argues that by using “Mss” and her |ast nanme, M ss

Eckhart

“imortalizes her foreignness”(90). Schmdt wites

that M ss Eckhart’s “name, |ike her church, is ‘unheard of’

it

represents as nmuch violation of the town’s rules
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of speech as her life does its rules of good behavior”
(91).

| ndeed, the rem nder of patriarchal rule in Mss
Eckhart’s refusal to use her given nane does cause disdain
for Mss Eckhart by the wonen, but it is her disregard of
their view of what would constitute a proper response to

rape, especially rape by “a crazy Negro,” that causes the
community to separate from M ss Eckhart.

That M ss Eckhart has been attacked by a bl ack man
makes her response all the nore appalling according to
Morgana’s unwitten rules. Diane Roberts, in her work
Faul kner and Sout hern Wobnanhood, conments upon rel ationship
bet ween white wonen’s sexual and racial identities; noting,
“Her sexual purity translated her into the enbl em of racial
purity” (102). It is Mss Eckhart’s refusal to behave as an
enbl em of both sexual and racial purity that separates her
fromthe wonen of Morgana.

M ss Eckhart’s disregard for what the wonen of Mbrgana
feel would be appropriate behavior further separates her
fromthe other wonen and di stingui shes her even nore as an
outsider. Mss Eckhart’s rape rem nds the wonen that they,

t hensel ves, would have to foll ow what woul d be consi dered
proper behavior by a patriarchal society. Patricia Yaeger,

in Dirt and Desire, acknow edges the inportance of M ss
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Eckhart’ s response to rape, but Yaeger’s focus is on the
pupils’ treatnent of Mss Eckhart:
M ss Eckhart is caught up in her conmunity’s
drama. . . . This neans there is no need to
rape this woman in fact to make her conform she
is raped repeatedly in the conmunal i magination.
And this comrunal rape is not just the subject of
adult brutality. In Wlty s story Mss Eckhart
is attacked, her rape reenacted, anong the
comunity's children, who have internalized a
nodel of fenal e powerl essness and continue to
enforce this nodel on each other and within
t hensel ves (Yaeger 126).
But the children are not alone in their response to
M ss Eckhart. The description of the rape by Cassie and
the reaction of the wonen to M ss Eckhart’s rape not only
denonstrate how she differs fromthe wonen, but it also
reveal s how even wonen resort to the notion that wonen who
do not conformto societal stereotypes are active
participants in their own violation. Cassie s description
of Mss Eckhart’s victim zation exenplifies how wonen
deval ue anot her wonman’ s experience when she does not react
in away that is congruent with the social norm

One tine, at nine o' clock at night, a crazy Negro
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had junped out of the school hedge and got M ss
Eckhart, had pulled her down and threatened to
kill her. That was |ong ago. She had been wal ki ng
by herself after dark; nobody had told her any
better. When Dr. Loom s nmade her well, people
were surprised that she and her nother did not
nove away. They wi shed she had noved away,
.then they wouldn’t always have to renenber
that a terrible thing once happened to her. But
M ss Eckhart stayed, as though she considered one
thing not so much nore terrifying than anot her
.1t was because she was fromso far away,
at any rate, people said to excuse her, that she
couldn’t conprehend; . . .Mss Eckhart’s
di fferences were why shanme al one had not killed
her and killed her nother too; that differences
were reasons. (Collected Stories 302)
To the wonmen of Morgana, nothing could be as horrible as
bei ng accosted by a black man. The accosting of M ss
Eckhart is so significant in the community that even young
Cassie Morrison appears to know the story of M ss Eckhart
and the crinme conmitted agai nst her. Cassie Morrison
recalls the story she has heard about the violation of Mss

Eckhart. The passion of the nusic Mss Eckhart is playing
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prior to Cassie’s recollection of the rape overwhel ns
Cassi e:
What M ss Eckhart m ght have told thema | ong
time ago was that there was nore than the ear
could bear to hear or the eye to see, even in her
musi c. The nusic was too nuch for Cassie
Morrison. . . .She stood back in the roomwth
her whol e body averted as if to ward of f bl ows
fromMss Eckhart’s strong |eft hand.
(Collected Stories 301)
M ss Eckhart’s passion, expressed through her nusic, is too
much for Cassie to bear. Through her nusic, Mss Eckhart
breaks fromthe strictly coded, dispassionate role of a
sout hern woman. Cassie finds it easier to renenber a
sexual assault in which Mss Eckhart was the victimthan
listen to the violently passionate playing of Mss Eckhart.
Cassi e’ s connection of Mss Eckhart’s nusic to the
rape further denonstrates M ss Eckhart’s separation from
the conmunity. |In fact, Cassie eases her own pain at never
bei ng able to becone a passionate nusician by recalling the
victim zation of Mss Eckhart. M ss Eckhart’s |ack of
commonal ity with the other wonen in the community not only
expl ai ns her behavior, but also allows the wonen to

mai ntai n what they hold true about thenselves, the
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i nportance of behaving like southern | adies. Mss Eckhart’s
ignoring of these roles set her far apart fromthe wonen of
Mor gana; therefore, to confort thenselves, the wonen
subjugated M ss Eckhart to ease their disconfort at her
rejection of “tinme-honored roles for wonen”. . . (Prenshaw
viii). Mss Eckhart fits into none of these tine-honored
roles; therefore, the fact that she has been viol ated and
that this violation has not killed her or at |east made her
| eave town in shane allows the wonen of Morgana the freedom
to fully reject her without taking a close | ook at
t hensel ves.

Li ke the wonen of Mbrgana, Mss Myra and M ss Theo in
“The Burning,” fromWlty's collection The Bride of
I nnisfallen, adhere to the “tinme-honored code of southern
womanhood” even in the face of rape. “The Burning” gives
the reader a picture of Cvil War M ssissippi. Mss Mra,
M ss Theo, and their slave Delilah are the center of the
story. The Union soldiers, comng to rape, conquer, and
pillage, order the wonmen to | eave their hone before it is
burned. The story tells of the day of the burning, and
offers as well a strong commentary on war, rape, and the
position of black wonen during the Cvil Wr.

Several critics have considered the inportance of this

story, but few have focused on the rapes in the work.
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Harol d Bl oom for exanple, in Mddern Critical Views: Eudora
Welty, addresses the issue of violence within “The

Burni ng”; however, he does not explore the aggression
associated with the rape of Mss Myra or Delilah. Bl oom
focuses on the violence associated with the burning of the
home and the deaths of Mss Myra and M ss Theo. M chael
Kreyling in his work Eudora Welty’s Achi evenent of Order
focuses on Mss Myra and Mss Theo in his analysis: “A
world “inflicted upon the woman’s heart and the reaction
of that heart in its suffering, is the bit of the pattern
that ‘The Burning’ fulfills. Wnen are the sufferers; nen
are the inflicters” (124-125). Indeed, the nen in this
story are the “inflicters”; however, the wonen, Mss Mira
and M ss Theo, are also “inflicters.”

Shortly after the arrival of the Union soldiers, Mss
Myra is raped. The attack of Mss Myra is handled as a
casualty of war; the ravishnment of Mss Myra allows the
soldier to assault the Confederate soldier. That wonen
have been used in war as property upon which enemn es can
both realistically and synbolically act out subjugation of
their opponents is a well-docunented tradition in the
history of war. In his history of sex, Robert MEIl vai ne

explains this traditional use of wonen in war:
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.planting the victors’ penises in the wonen
of the vanqui shed has often been as nuch a synbol
of victory as the planting of the winners’ flag
in the soil of the defeated. ‘It is,’” the authors
of a recently published world history text say,
‘“a tinme-honored battle strategy: one hurts nmen by
hurting their [sic] wonen.’ (292)

Catherine Cdinton, in Tara Revisited: Wnen War & The
Pl antation Legend, explores this tradition, as well, and
Cinton highlights the way that sex, in general, and rape,
in particular, was dealt with differently depending on the
race of the victim
War was full of particular dangers for
wonen, none nore feared than rape—er, as white
Sout herners styled it, ‘dishonor infinitely worse
than death.’ Evidence suggests that in this, as
in other sexual matters, double standards
abounded. Rape was a frequent byproduct of
slavery. . . .(128)
This “particular danger,” this tradition in war, is acted
out by the Union soldiers upon Mss Myra, and, in an effort
to protect her, Mss Theo offers her slave, Delilah, in her
stead. The Uni on sol di er announces his victory by raping

Mss Myra. Welty uses mnimal description to describe the
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brutalization of Mss Myra, |eaving the inpression that
rape i s an everyday occurrence, a casualty of war:

.the first soldier shoved the tables and
chairs out of the way behind Mss Mra, who
flitted as she ran, and pushed her down where she
st ood and dropped on top of her. (Collected
Stories 483)

Welty' s description, that the soldier “dropped on top” of
M ss Myra, euphem stically indicates the rape of this

pl antation m stress. Wen she sees this attack on her
sister, Mss Theo quickly directs the soldier’s attention
towards Delilah in an attenpt to thwart the soldier’s
advance on Mss Myra and on their famly hone:

‘“I"'mafraid you found the ladies of this
house a trifle out of your element. My sister’s
the nore delicate one, as you see. May | offer
you this young kitchen Negro, as | have al ways
understood—’ (Collected Stories 284)

bel | hooks, in her essay “Continued Deval uati on of Bl ack
Wmanhood, ” recogni zes that “as far back as slavery, white
peopl e established a social hierarchy based on race and sex
that ranked white nmen first, white wonen second, though
soneti mes equal to black nen, who are ranked third, and

bl ack wonmen last” (217). Like many southern white nen,
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some white wonmen al so saw nothing wong with the raping of
bl ack wonen. In fact, in “The Burning,” Mss Theo acts as
if Delilah is sinply a possession to be traded. Delilah’s
virtue is in no way as valuable to Mss Theo as is Mss
Myra’s, not only because Myra is Theo' s sister but also,
and nore obviously, because Delilah is bl ack.

hooks further anal yzes the exploitation of black
wonen: “White wonen and nmen justified the sexual
expl oi tati on of enslaved bl ack wonmen by arguing that they
were the initiators of sexual relationships wth nmen. From
such thinking enmerged the stereotype of black wonmen as
sexual savages, and in sexist terms a sexual savage, a non-
human, an ani mal cannot be raped” (217). Likew se, Sandra
@unning in Race, Rape, and Lynching: The Red Record of
American Literature, 1890-1912 argues that the rape of
bl ack wonmen was not really seen as rape at all in Anerican
society: “Black wonen were regularly victins of white
sexual aggression. This fact was consistently masked by the
anci ent charge that, because she was the fenmal e equival ent
of the black rapist, the black woman coul d never be raped”
(10). Indeed, the flippant way in which Mss Theo offers
Delilah to the soldiers supports Gunning s thesis that the
bl ack woman is assuned to have no noral code that woul d

require others to respect her body. The sisters, Myra and
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Theo, regard Delilah’s sexuality as a cormodity to satisfy
the soldiers, not as a virtue whose sacrifice would matter.
Welty offers only sketchy details of what happens to

Delilah after Theo offers her to the soldiers. However, the
details of what happens, as scant as they are in the story,
denonstrate that sexual dom nation by white nmen over bl ack
wonen was not something to be accepted painlessly. In fact,
Welty at least gives Delilah a voice to respond to the
violation. Delilah is the only character in a work by
Welty to respond violently and loudly to her m streatnent:

Mss Myra slowy lifted her white arm |ike
a |l ady who had been asked to dance, and call ed,
‘Delilah!” Because that was the one she saw bei ng
lifted onto the horse’s hilly back and ridden off
through the front door. . . .Delilah, fromwhere
she was set up on the horse and then dragged down
on the grass, never called after her.

She m ght have been saving her breath for
the screanms that soon took over the outdoors and
circled that house. . . She screaned, young and
strong, for themall. . .(485)

This description of Delilah’s rape in the published version
of “The Burning” nmakes Delilah’s violation appear to be an

uniting force, as if she is experiencing the pain that M ss

56



Myra and M ss Theo are suffering at the burning of their
home. An earlier version, entitled “The Ghosts,” housed at
the M ssissippi Departnment of Archives and Hi story, depicts
the rape of Delilah (known as Florabel in the earlier
version) as a separate act, not one that joins her with the
ot hers:
Mss Myra slowy lifted her white arm |ike
a | ady who woul d dance, but she only called
‘“Flor,’ because that was the one she saw bei ng
taken off through the door. . . . soon this poor
gi ven-away bl ack girl’s rising screans began
outside in the yard around t he house springing up
every where she ran, like all the green in the
world after a hard rain, that poor people, any
other July, in those fields, would have had to
start chopping on right away—all feeling sorry
for Florabel (6).
In this version, Delilah/Florabel does not scream for
everyone; in fact, everyone and, nore inportantly,
everything lanents the violation of Florabel. But Wlty
enphasi zes in this account that Florabel is “given away.”
VWelty reminds the reader in this earlier manuscript of
Theo’s role in Florabel’s dem se, and nakes Florabel’s rape

separate from Theo and Myra. The wonen do not share in the
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violation of Florabel’s body or the destruction of their
hone.

Bot h accounts of Florabel’ s/Delilah’s rape seemto
support the argunent that “black nmale rape of white wonen
has attracted nuch nore attention and is seen as nuch nore
significant than rape of black wonmen by either white or
bl ack men” (Hooks 217). Indeed, Wlty’'s account of the rape
does denonstrate the insignificance of the rape of a bl ack
woman. Al though Welty’'s earlier manuscript nore clearly
details what happens to the rape victins, “The Burning”
al so highlights the way in which race separates the
treatment and social hierarchy of the victins.

In her short fiction, Eudora Welty reveals a haunting
portrait of wonen who are victins of male rape and of other
wonen who exploit their vulnerability. Unlike the nore
stereotypical portrait of wonen’s comunities as supportive
and enpowering, Welty's portrait of the South, especially
the portrait of sexual violence towards wonen, enphasizes
the lack of community and the | ack of support and power
t hat wonmen show one another. In fact, in Welty's short
fiction, female characters so fully identify with the
hi erarchical, patriarchal structure of southern society
that they often further violate the wonmen who have been

vi ol ated through rape. What has been read as euphem stic,
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al nrost flippant portraits of rape in Wlty’'s fiction nay,
in fact, be a strategic shift of focus in Wlty' s work.
Welty does not highlight the actual act of rape or the
behavi or of the rapists. In Wlty s fiction, the fact that
men will rape, that wonen will be raped, seens to be a
foregone conclusion in the southern society she captures.

| nstead, Welty focuses on wonen’ s response to sexual
assault, and she indicts the response of other wonen in the
soci ety who profit from enjoy, or even encourage the

victim zation of other wonen.

59



Chapter 3:

“The Bl ack Half of H s Deeds”:
Race and Rape in Eudora Welty’'s The Robber Bri degroom

In 1942, Eudora Welty published her first book-Iength
work of fiction, The Robber Bridegroom The novella appears
on the surface to be an exercise in Southwestern hunor
conmbined with the genre of the fairytale, |eaving many
Welty readers with the inpression that The Robber
Bridegroomis a light-hearted, sinplistic work. However,
Welty's The Robber Bridegroomis a conplex tale revolving
around the rape of two young wonen and their different,
racially-identified fates.

The Robber Bridegroom set on the Natchez Trace during
the late eighteenth century, tells the story of the
frontier and its settling. In the novella, the wealthy
pl anter, C enment Miusgrove, grows wealthier with the
addi tional acres of forest that he destroys. The gentl enman
bandit of the Natchez Trace, Jam e Lockhart, profits from
hi s adventures and exploits. Unlike Cenent and Jam e, the
wonen characters do not acquire possessions, however. They
are the possessions. Like the bountiful [and of the Trace,
Rosanond Musgrove and an unnaned woman known only as the
| ndi an mai den are comodities used and then discarded by

nmen.
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Al t hough this novella has received consi derabl e
attention fromcritics, the significance of the two
contrasting rapes of Rosanond and the I ndian nmai den has not
been fully considered. Wlty, herself, has given hints
about the significance of the duality set up between
Rosanond and the Indian girl, suggesting that the rape of
the Indian girl is essential to the work. |In Decenber,

1948, Welty wote to her longtine friend, John Robi nson,

and di scussed the inportance of the rape scenes, indicating

t hat Rosanond and the Indian nmai den act as doubles within

t he work:
About the Indian girl scene, |I'’mnot sure. | feel
in one way that the nurder or rape should stand-
because in that scene, (bandit scene with [the]
girl who m ght have been Rosanond if she weren’t
hersel f) we have detached Jame fromit, as hero,
and all that really pertains to himis the black
hal f of his deeds- and is a reality of the tines-
and | feel that actual horror should be given-
sinply and qui ckly, but no m stake- | feel that
this el enent should be init.

Cutting off her hair would not be strong

enough, would be only a shading of it, a delicate

suggestion such as Rosanond has al ready given in
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the stealing of the clothes, when it is turned of

[of f] as conedy.
Welty and John Robi nson were working to turn the Robber
Bri degroominto a screenplay, and they were concerned about
how to handl e the rape scenes in it. Wlty is obviously
hesi tant about |eaving the Indian maiden rape scene in the
wor k, but she nevertheless wants to nake it clear to
viewers. In this contenplation, Wlty acknow edges the
connecti on between Rosanond and the Indian nmaiden,
suggesting that the Indian nmai den m ght be m staken for
Rosanond, m ght be Rosanond “if she were not herself.” But
this coordination between Rosanond and the Indian girl,
obvi ous according to Wlty, and the contrasting rape scenes
of these two wonen, are so obliquely enbedded in Welty’s
fairy tale that their significance has not been fully
explored. Wlty's letter to Robinson, as well as the
details of the story, argues for further exploration of the
rape scenes and their significance in the work.

Through the use of the fairy tale and the sly, raucous
hunmor of the Sout hwest as the backdrop for her story, Wlty
forthrightly confronts the issues of race and rape in the
frontier South, the Natchez Trace. But with such a setting,
where the treatnment of wonmen and the division of race have

al ways had a conplex history, the issues of race and rape
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are further conplicated. Welty explores in this work the
di chot onous rel ationship of wonen and race.

Along with the dichotonous treatnent of wonen, Welty
adheres to a true fairy tale formby creating characters
who operate as mrror images of one another. Jam e and
Little Harp, Rosanond and the Indian girl, even the
frontier and the South serve as doubles, each mrroring the
other’s image. Bruno Bettelheim in The Uses of
Enchantment: The Meaning and | nportance of Fairy Tal es,
acknow edges the use of doubling in fairy tales: “The
figures in fairy tales are not anbival ent—ot good and bad
at the same tine, as we are in reality. But since
pol ari zati on dom nates the child s mnd, it al so dom nates
fairy tales” (9). Wth the characters Rosanond and the
Indian girl, Welty sets up the polar opposites that
Bet t| ehei m di scusses. Through her portrait of Rosanond and
the Indian girl, Welty comments on two significant issues:
as doubl es of one another, Rosanond and the Indian girl
denonstrate the duality of human beings, and, at the same
time, because of their opposing racial identities, their
unequal fates denonstrate how one’s color alters one’s
fate. In fact, not only are their fates different, but the
| anguage depicting the victim zation of the characters

differs, as well.
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Several Welty critics have exam ned the issue of
doubl eness within The Robber Bridegroom but have primarily
focused on the double identity of Jame. Charles E. Davis,
in “Eudora Welty’s The Robber Bridegroom and O d Sout hwest
Hunmor: A Doubl eness of Vision,” analyzes the “dual nature
of both man and the world,” exam ning the doubl eness within
Jam e Lockhart and the w |l derness (71). Davis al so
denonstrates how Wl ty uses Sout hwest hunor to depict the
“tensi on between the comc and the serious” to reinforce
the “duality of all things-- man, the w | derness, history,
and reality” (71).

Warren French al so corments on the issue of doubl eness
wi thin The Robber Bridegroom In his essay “ ‘Al Things
Are Double’: Eudora Wlty as a Gvilized Witer,” French
focuses on Wlty’'s use of place. He observes that Wlty’s
settings, the wlderness and market place, reflect one
anot her. French al so di scusses how Jam e Lockhart, for
exanple, is a double character, for he is a man of the
frontier and a man of the market place.

Ellen L. Wal ker and Gerda Seaman, in “The Robber
Bri degroom as a Capitalist Fable,” focus on the capitali st
values within Wlty’'s work. The authors do briefly | ook at
the rape of Rosanond in contrast to the rape of the Indian

girl, but the doubling of these characters and the
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significance of their contrasting fates deserve further
critical inquiry. Even Barbara Carson, who has scrutinized
the duality within Rosanond’ s personality and the way
Sal onme doubl es for Rosanond, has not explicitly focused on
the rapes within the novella and the significance of the
raci al boundaries within. In fact, critics have yet to
fully explore the inportance of the rape of Rosanond and of
the Indian girl. The ways in which the Indian girl is the
“darker” version of Rosanond, and the rape of the Indian
girl a nore brutal version of Rosanond s rape, have been
virtually ignored.

In The Robber Bridegroom the author draws two
contrasting depictions of rape. Wlty details the rape of

t he young, white “southern belle,” Rosanond, and the rape
of a young Indian woman. At first reading, the rape of
Rosanmond is easily mssed by the reader. Wlty shows a
sout hern bell e who does not acknow edge either to the
reader or herself that she has been raped. In fact, the
belle’s life is never threatened, and she eventually
marries her victimzer, |leaving the inpression that, as
long as marriage is the end result, rape is an acceptable
way for white men to claimwhite wonen as their brides. In

contrast, the author depicts the rape of the Indian nmaiden

very differently, leaving the reader wwth no doubt that a
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rape has taken place. The victim zation of the Indian girl
is a nore obvious, even savage act of power by her white
victimzer. Using a setting that draws upon inmages of both
the “frontier” and the “South” as the historical backdrop
for her novella, Welty captures the differing sexual nores
for white wonen and | ndi an wonen through contrasting rape
scenes.

Many wor ks of Southern literature have portrayed the
conpl ex way in which white wonen, especially, have been
percei ved as at once virginal and also fertile, and wonen
of col or have been perceived as al nost wholly sexual.

Race has always had an inportant inmpact on sexua
assunptions in the South. In their essay, “Haunted Bodi es:
Ret hi nki ng the South Through Gender,” Donal dson and Jones
describe the significance of race in thinking about sex in
t he Sout h:
Surely no bodi es ever appeared nore haunted by
society. Fromthe body of the white southern
| ady, praised for the absence of desire, to the
body of the black Iynching victimaccused of
excessive desire, southern sexuality has |ong
been haunted by stories designating hierarchical

rel ati onshi ps anong race, class, and gender. (1)
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In Iight of these dynam c rel ationshi ps between race and
gender, Welty's contrast of the rape of a white woman with
that of an Indian woman strongly parallels the historical
attitudes towards race and sex in the South.

Susan Brownm |l er, in her book Against Qur WII,
states that the rape of Indian wonen as well as white wonen
“was a casual by-product of the nove westward and The G eat
Frontier” (150). However, Brownm |l er further points out
that the white men of the frontier used the rape of white
wonen by Indians to “excuse their own behavior” (150). The
behavi or that the white nmen attenpted to excuse was the
rape of Indian wonmen and the nurdering of tribes. The rape
and retaliation scenario of the frontier parallels that of
the white woman’s being raped by a black nale and the
“justified” lynching of the black nan. However, in both
settings, the frontier and the South, it is the woman, the
victim who pays the price. In his history of sex, Eve's
Seed, Robert S. MEl vai ne exam nes the val ues assigned to
white and I ndi an wonen:

Because the white wonman had conme to represent
civilization itself, it was inconceivabl e that
she coul d be penetrated by soneone who was taken
to represent savagery. It was, however, quite

proper for civilization to penetrate savagery
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.(And this is just the sort of |anguage that

was used, as in a pioneer ‘penetrating the

wi | derness.’ ). (274)
In this context, then, the wlderness of the Natchez trace,
it is “inconceivable” that Rosanond coul d be penetrated by
someone who represents “savagery,” a bandit or sonmeone of
color. However, it is conceivable that the savage, the
| ndi an mai den, could be penetrated by what is supposed to
represent civilization, the white man. The prem se that
raci al hierarchies assign differing sexual values to wonen
according to race can be seen clearly in The Robber
Bri degr oom

Early in the novella the reader is introduced to

Rosanond, the young “sout hern belle” of the novel, who is
raped by Jam e Lockhart, the bandit of the story whose
desire is also to be a “southern gentleman.” However, in
readi ng the passage, the reader at first may not be sure
whet her an actual rape has taken place. The | anguage is
sexual |y charged, but the lyrical description suggests not
so nmuch a rape as a romantic encounter

Then the horse stood stock-still, and Jam e

Lockhart |ifted Rosanond down. The wild plum

trees were like rolling snoke between himand the

river, but he broke the branches and the pluns
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rai ned down as he carried her under. He stopped

and laid her on the ground, where, straight

bel ow, the river flowed as slow as sand, and

robbed her of that which he had left her the

day before. (65)
The | anguage Welty uses, “wild plumtrees,” “rolling
snoke,” “the river flowed as slow as sand,” romanticizes
the rape itself. The |anguage makes the rape appear to be
sonmet hing uncontrollable; it is wild and snoky, yet it is
slow and flow ng. Rather than assault, the scene suggests
courtship. Even though Jam e rapes Rosanond, he appears as
a gentleman, for he “lifted Rosanond down” fromthe horse.
Jam e does not violently take “that which he had | eft her
with the day before”—her virginity.

Because Jami e Lockhart, the southern gentleman bandit,

takes her virginity in a fairy tale setting, the scene
rai ses questions of whether in fact Rosanond has not
freely given herself to Jam e. But the reader cannot ignore
Jam e Lockhart’s notto, “Take first and ask afterward”
(69). Jam e takes what he want s—Rosanond. Jam e Lockhart is
a bandit who not only robs Rosanond of her clothing and
French pins, but of her greater treasure--her virginity.
Readi ng the encounter as a rape is further conplicated by

the fact that no physical violence is depicted in the
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scene. Finally, to further confuse the reader, Rosanond
eventually marries her victimzer, never having

acknow edged a rape. As the ommiscient narrator explains,
“As soon as Jamie had truly dishonored her, Rosanond began
to feel a great growing pity for himi (76). The reader is
left with the inpression that Rosanond’ s response to Jam e
is curiosity at first and the affection. There is little or
no indication that Rosanond realizes she has been raped.
Even after she has married her the bandit |over, Jame
continues to play the role of the rapist, recreating his
dom nance over her: “Wen she tried to lead himto bed with
a candl e, he would knock her down and out of senses, and
drag her there” (84). Once Rosanond has beconme Jam e’s
“property,” she is even further commodified; she becones
sormet hing to be used and abused.

Unl i ke Rosanond, the Indian girl initially is brutally
attacked by Jam e’'s double, Little Harp. Al so unlike the
anbi guous sexual scene between Rosanond and Jami e, the
reader is left w thout doubt that indeed the Indian girl
has been violently raped.

The rape of a young Indian girl by Little Harp, Jam e
Lockhart’s foil, makes a significant departure fromthe
otherwse fairy tale story. Like Jame Lockhart, Little

Harp rapes a young girl; however, few further simlarities

70



exist. The rape of the Indian girl is one of violence and
one notivated by Little Harp's desire to take what he
bel i eves Jam e cherishes, the bandit gang and Jam e’s one
“true love.” By raping the girl he believes to be the
“true love” of Jame Lockhart, Little Harp believes he has
planted his seed in the “property” of his eneny.

However, Little Harp rapes the wong girl. And whereas
Jami e rapes in an alnost romantic, gentlemanly way, Little
Harp’s victim zation of the young Indian girl is brutal and
vi ol ent :

.he threw the girl across the |ong tabl e,
anong the plates and all, where the renai ns of
of all the neals lay where they were left, with
the knives and forks sticking in them and flung
hi msel f upon her before their eyes. (Wlty 132)

Not only does Little Harp “[fling] hinself upon her before
their eyes,” but he also forces her to drink the “Black
Drink,” and he “cut off her little finger, for it offends
nme and he cut off her wedding finger” (Wlty 131-132).

The description of the rape of the Indian contrasts
starkly with that of Rosanond. The Indian girl is thrown
upon the table; she is not |lifted down as Rosanond was from
Jam e’s horse. She is thrown down anong plates that held

the remains of discarded food. It is revealing of Little
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Harp’s barbarismthat he rapes the Indian girl anong these
remmants, for he views her as sonething to be consunmed and
then discarded. Hi s violent rape of the Indian girl is
clearly not the romanticized version one sees in the rape
of Rosanond. Furthernore, the contrasting scenes
denonstrate that race determ nes the way in which these
wonen, these sexual objects, are handl ed.

True to the formof the genre of the fairy tale, the
reader is shown horrific events, which nevertheless cone to
a happy endi ng. Like Hansel and Gretel baking in the oven
of the witch, the rape of Rosanond, at |east, resolves
happily. And yet this fairy tale turned novella deals with
a larger issue—the treatnment of victins of rape by their
victim zer.

Al t hough Welty’'s depiction of these rapes of the young
“southern belle” and the wonman of col or take place agai nst
a fairy tale backdrop, her novel nonethel ess raises serious
guestions the way ideas about race intersect with ideas
about gender. For exanple, the novel suggests that the rape
of a white woman may be the prelude to a “legitimte”
sexual relationship, such as marriage, while the rape of a
woman of color nay be conducted as an act of revenge
commtted by one man on anot her, using the deval ued wonman

of color as the property upon which the revenge is reaped.
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In the market pl ace of a Southern patriarchal econony,
wonen of color are | ess val uable than white wonen because,
even when available for marriage, they are not considered
marri ageabl e because of racial l|ines. The white femal e of
The Robber Bridegroomis a southern |ady, a belle, the
sheltered white wonen on the pedestal, rather than a rape
victim The fact that her victimzation, her |oss of
virginity, is not made explicit for the reader has the
effect of maintaining her illusory purity—her pedestal
status. Rosanond does not acknow edge that she has been
brutalized and so lives an illusion of the privileged
status. The novel inplies, however, through the parallel or
doubl ed characterization of white belle and Indian victim
t he harsher consequences of the commodification of wonen
and the use of rape as an act of power and control.

Al though at first glance the roles of belle and Indian
girl seemto be far apart, they are closer than they
appear. Although strict racial lines separate the two
wonen, their roles as objects on which nen express sexual
aggression, in this case rape, are the sane. The characters
do endure their victimzation in ways suitable for their
roles: the white “belle” refuses to acknow edge her rape,
and the young Indian “squaw’ is killed and tossed aside for

she has served her purpose, Little Harp’s attenpted
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revenge. Welty’s Rosanond and the Indian wonan refl ect the
assunptions of their culture about their sexuality in
relation to their race, and both are objects consuned by
t he nen who rape them

Thr oughout Southern literature, works which give
accounts of the Southern white woman being raped are
numer ous. W see victins of rape not only in the works of
Eudora Welty, but also in WIIliam Faul kner’s Sanctuary and
El i zabet h Spencer’s The Voice at the Backdoor. In these
wor ks, Faul kner and Spencer explore not only rape, but also
the desire of female victins to align thenselves with the
rapi st. As we have seen, Wlty's fiction goes even further
in portraying not only rape and its victins but also the
conplicity of other women in shaping southern cultura
attitudes toward rape, as well as showi ng the effect of
race upon society’s val uing of wonen.

An interrogation of Welty’'s work shows a distinct
theme in the area of sexual aggression towards wonmen. In
her short fiction, Wlty focuses on the response of wonen
to rape. She depicts wonmen who benefit fromthe
brutalization of other wonen, and wonen who ignore and even
ostracize the victinms of rape. In her novella, Wlty
depicts two rapes, and she conpares the racially fated

treatment of rape victins. Despite the sonetines vague
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rendering of rape in her fiction (and even her own

hesi tance on occasions to acknow edge this repeated thene
in her work), the evidence of repeated occurrences of rape,
extrene exanpl es of the subjugation of wonen, shows Welty
exploring the nultiple and conplex roles of wonen in the
South, roles that all too often conprise unacknow edged- -

or deni ed-- sexual exploitation.
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