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CHAPTER I 

KATHERINE ANNE PORTER AS AN ARTIST 

Katherine Anne Porter is an artist. It all began 

at the age of six when she wrote "A Nobbel—The Hermit 

of Halifax Cave." Since that first effort at the novel 

as a medium of art. Miss Porter has spent a life-time 

of nomadic quests for new experiences which she might 

exploit in her role as an artist and new concepts which 

might guide her in her artistic endeavor. She has a 

full consciousness of the magnitude of her role, and 

possibly it has been this sensitivity that has both 

driven her through a long period of artistic productiv

ity and, at the same time, has limited her artistic 

output. Miss Porter has taken with "high seriousness" 

her own artistry and has been outspoken in her fiction, 

her literary criticism, and her personal essays con

cerning the universal, eternal role of the artist. Her 

concern ultimately extends beyond specifically literary 

artistry to include consideration of the concept of a 

universal artist and of an eternal art. 

In the often-quoted introduction to Flowering 

Judas, Miss Porter writes: 



In the face of such shape and weight of present 
misfortune, the voice of the individual artist 
may seem perhaps of no more consequence than the 
whirring of a cricket in the grass; but the arts 
do live continuously, and they live literally by 
faith; their names and their shapes and their uses 
and their basic meanings survive unchanged in all 
that matters through times of interruption, dimin-
ishment, neglect; they outlive governments and 
creeds and the societies, even the very civiliza
tions that produced them. They cannot be destroyed 
altogether because they represent the substance of 
faith and the only reality. They are what we find 
again when the ruins are cleared away.-̂  

This primary concern of Miss Porter throughout her 

literary career with the role of the artist and the sig

nificance of his work is evident in her personal dedi

cation to her own art, in her deep and continuous concern 

for artistry of her literary predecessors and contempo

raries, and in her use of art and the artist in her 

fiction. The purpose of this thesis is to determine 

Katherine Anne Porter's fidelity to her concept of art 

and the artist by tracing her development as a literary 

artist, by considering her personal and critical writ

ings on literature and literary artists, and, finally, 

by evaluating her use of artists and ob.jets d'art as 

symbols in her fiction. 

To trace the development of Miss Porter's artist

ry is to trace the childhood and young adulthood of 

a highly sensitive and serious daughter of a proud, 



matriarchal Southern family, who registered in her keen 

mind a never-to-be-exhausted wealth of impressions, ex

periences, and memories. 

As Coleridge drew from his magnificent well of im

pression and experience, so does Miss Porter rely on 

things real and meaningful to her own past. She says, 

"My safety ground as a writer is based on what I saw or 

heard or experienced, a reality which I never get mixed 

up with fiction, only elaborate on."2 Whereas Coleridge 

depended on (or possibly had forced on him through some 

abnormal psychosis) mysterious and fanciful "realties" 

whether through wide readings or warped imagination. 

Miss Porter relies on more human, down-to-earth impres

sions. She says: 

The artist can do no more than deal with familiar 
and beloved things, from which he could not, and, 
above all, would not escape. . . . All the things 
I write of I have first known, and they are real 
to me.3 

As the following survey of her career will reveal, 

this principle is integral to her personality and her 

writings. Running parallel to her personal and family 

experiences during the early impressionable years was a 

desire to express herself creatively via the written 

word. The fact that she attempted her first "nobbel" at 

the age of six is evidence of her early consciousness of 



a creative impulse and a sensitivity to realities about 

her. The things that are "real" to her have been col

lected in a storehouse of memories and have emerged as 

her contributions to art in small tidbits over the 

thirty years since her first story was published. 

Katherine Anne Porter was born in Indian Creek, 

Texas, in 1^90.4 Her mother died two years later and 

Katherine Anne was reared by her paternal grandmother 

at Kyle, Texas. The strict grandmother, the ex-slaves 

on the farm, the childhood experiences up to the death 

of the grandmother furnished rich and vivid memories of 

things "familiar and beloved" which were later to find 

rebirth in fiction. The Miranda stories contain an im-

mence number of autobiographical echoes which, although 

their enumeration lies outside the scope of this paper, 

offer strong evidence of Miss Porter's reliance on mem

ory. In her journal for 1936 she wrote: 

The chief occupation of my mind, and all my ex
perience seems to be simply memory, with conti
nuity, marginal notes, constant revision and 
comparison of one thing with another. Now and 
again thousands of memories converge, harmonize, 
arrange themselves around a central idea in a co
herent form, and I write a story.5 

After the death of the grandmother in 1901, the 

Porter family broke up and Katherine Anne moved with her 

father and sister to San Antonio, where the two young 



girls attended a Catholic convent school. Memories of 

her experiences there are called upon again for the last 

of the Miranda sequence. 

"Old Mortality" opens with Miranda eight years old 

and ends with Miranda as a young woman—already married 

and possibly divorced—returning home for the funeral of 

a miserable uncle-by-marriage. The chronological gap 

bounded in the fictional sequence corresponds convinc

ingly with a similar chronological gap in Miss Porter's 

known biography. Yet, whether or not there is a corre

spondence for this period between biography and fiction, 

Miranda's story rings with a truth accountable only to 

a sensitive memory and a conscious portrayal of reality 

as art. At sixteen. Miss Porter ran away from school 

and married. Three years later, she was divorced and 

left Texas.6 

Hack writing and newspaper work kept the frail art

ist alive for the years prior to World War I, for in 

1914 she was working as a reporter in Denver, where she 

had been committed to a sanitarium for tuberculosis. 

Returning to Texas in 1917, she worked as a reporter on 

The Critic, a weekly tabloid, in Fort Worth. In I91B, 

she returned to Denver, where she worked on the Rocky 

Mountain News. Here she fell victim to the influenza 



epidemic and came near enough to death to write "Pale 

Horse, Pale Rider." Miss Porter has furnished enlight

ening biographical data as her source for this novelette 

in an interview in 1956: 

"I met a boy, an army lieutenant, . . . Our time 
was so short and we were much in love. But we were 
shy. It was a step forward and two steps back with 
us. . . . I was taken ill with the flu. They gave 
me up. The paper had my obit set in type. I've 
seen the correspondence between my father and sis
ter on plans for my funeral. . . . I knew I was 
dying. I felt a strange state of—what is it the 
Greeks called it?--euphoria. . . . But I didn't 
die. I mustered the will to live. My hair turned 
white and ti.^n it fell out. The first time I tried 
to rise to a sitting position I fell and broke an 
arm. I had phlebitis in one leg and they said I'd 
never walk again. But I was determined to walk 
and live again, and in six months I was walking 
and my hair was grown back." 

"And the boy. Miss Porter?" 
"It's in the story. . . .He died. . . ."7 

After her recovery from the influenza. Miss Porter 

continued her frequent moves and frequent changes in em

ployment. Greenwich Village, Mexico, a return to Fort 

Worth, another stay in Mexico, some time in Europe, and 

eventually her life at her present "home" in Washington, 

D.C. provide further "memory-gathering" resource to an 

artist continually searching for insights into the 

"logic of this majestic and terrible failure of the life 

of man in the Western World." 

Miss Porter's standing with literary critics is 

unique. Harry John Mooney, Jr., in his monograph The 



Fiction and-Criticism of Katherine Anne Porter, says: 

Katherine Anne Porter is an anomaly in contempo
rary American literature. The amount of her pub
lished work is very small, and her reputation is 
extremely high with nearly all schools of modern 
critics. . . . Miss Porter's work has been praised 
for various reasons, but mainly for its high level 
of technical accomplishment in matters of style, 
form, precision, and so on. Too often, reviewers 
and serious critics alike have stressed these 
qualities in her writing at the expense of its 
substance, and the Extraordinary unity of mean
ing and feeling in her prose has been almost ig
nored.^ 

Following Miss Porter's publication of The Leaning 

Tower and Other Stories in 1944, Edmund Wilson charac

terized Miss Porter in The New Yorker as "absolutely a 

first-rate artist, and what she wants other people to 

know she imparts to them by creating an object, the self-

developing organism of a work of prose."9 And Mooney 

observes that: 

None of our eminent contemporary critics . . . has 
successfully elucidated, or even written about, 
Miss Porter's work. Each of them seems to content 
himself with short statements of the highest praise 
containing no specific critical analysis.10 

However, following the publication of Ship of Fools 

in 1962, the critics in America and abroad became more 

objective in their views of Miss Porter's work, though 

initial reviews in the popular publications in long laud-

atories simply echo the previous criticisms. On April 6, 



1962, Time said "Ship of Fools is a study in despair. . . 

Here Miss Porter's testament is objective and her ver

dict is unemotional. . . ."H Newsweek declared, 

"Katherine Anne Porter has produced a work of rugged 

power and myriad insights, a book of the highest rele

vance to the bitterness and dissruption, of modern civi

lization. "12 One of the first reviewers of Ship of 

Fools, Granville Hicks, proclaimed in Saturday Review, 

March 3I, 1962: 

It is hard not to judge the book in relation to the 
extended period of gestation; the temptation is to 
proclaim that it is either the fulfilment of a 
great hope or a sorry disappointment. But if it 
is certainly not the latter, neither is it quite 
the former. It shows that Miss Porter is one of 
the finest writers of prose in America. It also 
shows that she has mastered the form--or one of the 
forms--of the novel. On the other hand, it is 
something less than a masterpiece. . . . The novel, 
for all its lucidity and all its insights, leaves 
the reader a little cold.13 

Possibly the most scathing critical attack is that 

of Theodore Solotaroff in Commentary for October, 1962.14 

This lengthy article, "Ship of Fools and the Critics," 

attempts to answer or explain away every "good" point 

made by previous critics. Solotaroff's main concern 

seems to be centered around Herr Lowenthal, the Jew, whom 

he clnims is used by Miss Porter "in a situation whose 

implications are both historically misleading and morally 
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vicious." She has represented, he adds, "the stage Jew 

of the modern literary tradition, . . . dragged out of 

the ghetto to represent the vulgar and menacing dislo

cations of traditional order." 

These and other critical treatments of Ship of 

Fools, many based more on the author's treatment of spe

cific nationalities or classes, are discussed in George 

Hendrick's chapter on the novel. He concludes: 

The theme of the novel could hardly give aid and 
comfort to any class or nationality. The novel is 
more than a series of vignettes, for it is care
fully planned, each sketch integrated into the 
allegorical, political, social, and psychological 
themes. It is a candid, frank, realistic, sym
bolic story which brings together all of Miss 
Porter's knowledge of the world and its people; 
and in it she demonstrates that her artistic 
powers have not diminished.-''̂  

A survey of Miss Porter's published works is a 

brief task. In book form, there are only five titles: 

Flowering Judas; Pale Horse, Pale Rider; The Leaning 

Tower and Other Stories; The Days Before; and Ship of 

Fools. The first three volumes include twenty-two 

sketches, short stories, and novelettes on which vir

tually all of her early reputation rested. The Days Be

fore represents a miscellaneous collection of critical 

essays, personal opinions and observations, and a section 

on Mexico. The selections give a wide view of Miss 
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Porter's various concerns but is lacking in the high 

level of prose artistry so evident in her fiction. 

Judging from her "Foreword," Miss Porter seems to be con

scious of this failing: 

They the collected papers represent the exact 
opposite of my fiction, in that they were written 
nearly all by request, with limitations of space, 
a date fixed for finishing, on a chosen subject 
or theme, as well as with the certainty that they 
would be published. I wrote as well as I could 
at any given moment under a variety of pressures, 
and said what I meant as nearly as I could come 
to it; so as they stand, the pieces are really parts 
of a journal of my thinking and feeling. Then too, 
they served to get me a living, such as it was, so 
that I might be able to write my stories in their 
own time and way.^^ 

Ship of Fools, the only full-length novel, repre

sents nearly thirty years of spasmodic work, writing and 

rewriting. The work was started simply as another nov

elette but grew through the years into its final dimen

sion. Some critics interpret Miss Porter's reference in 

the introduction to Flowering Judas to "A larger plan" 

as an early prophecy of the novel. Miss Porter's long 

financial struggle as a short story writer has led 

other critics to theorize that Ship of Fools is no more 

than a means of economic security in a novel-orientated 

literary market. Still others have suggested that the 

production of the novel was a device to prove to some

one somewhere that she was more than a "mere" short 
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story writer. Although there may be superficial justi

fication for these and similar charges, the deeper as

pects of the development of Miss Porter's novel support 

a theory of a more meaningful, a more significant basis 

for this lone novel of a successful short story writer. 

George Hendrick, in his book, Katherine Anne Porter, 

refers to Miss Porter's personal reaction to Ship of 

Fools criticism: 

Asked about the unfavorable criticism of Ship of 
Fools, Miss Porter said, "I wrote the book I meant 
to write." She went on to say that she had always 
been gently treated by the critics but that, after 
her first best seller, the critics "came at me 
with a double-barrelled shotgun loaded with rock 
salt and carpet tacks, ready to let fly." They 
missed the point of the novel, she felt, and she 
said (with resignation or contempt; one cannot 
quite tell from the context), "I cannot do a 
thing for them."17 , .. 

Miss Porter's other published works, primarily in 

the quality magazines, include several short stories, 

brief critical and personal sketches, and, possibly of 

most significance, portions of a lengthy biography of 

Cotton Mather on which she has been working for several 

years.1° The bulk, and the literary merit, of her un

published manuscripts will probably remain unknown unless 

and until the administrators of her literary estate some 

day release them; Miss Porter has indicated no desire or 

inclination to do so. In fact, she claims, literally, 

to have burned manuscripts by the trunkful. 
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The consistently high level of artistry in Miss 

Porter's fiction is one reason why it has defied many 

of the usual techniques which critics employ to make 

their point. It is impossible to compare her best with 

her worst simply because there is no worst. Mooney says 

that "both lesser and greater writers may be approached 

through their faults or through their deflections from 

recognized standards. Miss Porter, however, is nearly 

faultless within the limits of her work."19 

Since the date of this statement, Miss Porter has 

written Ship of Fools, and thus extended the range of 

her fiction. But her "nearly faultless" artistry has 

simply been upheld in the longer work: indeed, in the 

opinion of many critics, her technical artistry has been 

even more firmly established by the novel. 

As a literary artist, Miss Porter has cultivated a 

style that is both simple and varied. Relying primarily 

on her own experience in terms of subject matter, she 

uses language that is natural and appropriate to any 

given situation. She is capable of maintaining a bal

ance of tone within a story that leaves the reader with 

a sense of objectivity; there is no intrusion by a biased 

or prejudiced author. For example, in "The Downward Path 

to Wisdom," the even, objective tone of Miss Porter in 
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the opening bedroom scene, in which young Stephen is 

nestled in bed between Mama and Papa, is maintained 

throughout the story. As a matter of fact, at the very 

end of the tale, as Stephen is enroute from Grandmother's 

back to his own home, the reader still knows no more 

about Stephen's various antagonists than they themselves 

have indirectly revealed. There is no authorial eval

uation of American home life, no denunciation of bachelor 

uncles, no justification of childhood inquisitiveness. 

There is nothing except (to borrow a chapter title from 

Hendrick) "Telling a Straight Story." In "The Down

ward Path to Wisdom," all one ultimately knows is what 

Stephen notices, or fails to notice--and the things a 

four-year-old might notice. Similarly, in "The Jilting 

of Granny Weatherall," the reader is "aware" only 

through the failing sensibilities of a vane and selfish 

old woman. 

The task of maintaining an objective tone and yet 

a tone compatable with subject matter is, of course, 

much more difficult in a long novel. This is especially 

true when the story is told through an omniscient ob

server, as in Ship of Fools. The tone of Miss Porter's 

long novel has often been criticiz.ed for its coldness, 

its complete lack of sympathy, and even for its strict 
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adherence to objectivity. In Images of Truth, Glenway 

Wescott reports an interview with Miss Porter, in which 

she stated that in Ship of Fools, "I am on everybody's 

side." Wescott pointed out to her, "but it might also 

be said that you are on no one's side." 

Henry James' taboo against the intrusion of the 

author is probably the key to Miss Porter's own objec

tivity in Ship of Fools and elsewhere. The complexity 

of Ship of Fools demands myriad vantage points, yet Miss 

Porter succeeds in keeping her story "straight." The 

all-seeing eye accompanies Ric and Rac under the can

vas cover on a life boat; it sees Herr Rieber and 

Fraulein Spockenkieker making love on the poopdeck, it 

witnesses Mrs. Treadwell's frenzied attack on the drunk 

Hansen. Yet not once does Miss Porter in her elaborate 

picture of the life on the first class deck and cabins 

of the Vera, offer an opinion, a display of emotion or 

sympathy, a condemnation—only the straight story of the 

"wonderful failure of Western man." 

The formal artistry of Miss Porter's fiction emerges 

in various genre (Note: She has published poetry, the 

consideration of which is not within the scope of this 

paper), though, of course, her fluency has been with 

the short story; and, prior to Ship of Fools, her 
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reputation rested entirely within this literary form. 

Her first published short story, "Maria Concepci6n," is 

said by critics to be as nearly perfect a short story 

as can be found in American fiction. Other near-per

fect examples of artistry in the short-story technique 

are "The Jilting of Granny Weatherall" and "Flowering , 

Judas." However, on the periphery of the short story 

genre. Miss Porter has excelled in two additional forms: 

the fictional sketch and the novelette. The fictional 

sketch is not established in all realms of criticism as 

a literary form; although, several of Katherine Anne 

Porter's most artistic works of this sort, since they 

deviate enough from the form of contemporary short story, 

establish, within her writings, what might be termed the 

theme-sketch. The six short works that make up the 

story of Miranda's childhood are surely individual 

works, yet in length, in scope, in plot development, 

and possibly even in consequence, they fail to exhibit 

the special devices of the conventional short story form. 

It is this type of writing that Miss Porter defends in 

her article "No Plot, My Dear, No Story."20 To Miss 

Porter, theme, not plot, is the nucleus, or first re

quisite, of a short story. In "The Source," the open

ing sketch in The Leaning Tower and the first of the 
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Miranda series. Miss Porter takes a theme involving the 

stability and reliability of the Old South, compares it 

with the confusion and inadequacy of the present post-

bellum days in South Texas, shapes an incident around 

this theme, and leaves it at that. Generally speaking, 

the fictional sketch is without character development, 

without specific conflict, without climax, without de

nouement; yet it contains within itself an artistic 

whole. Each of her sketches meets the latter requi

site. 

In "Old Mortality," Miss Porter places Miranda for 

the first time in a complex, moving story that contains 

the ingredients of the ligitimate short story. But, 

even here. Miss Porter exceeds the more or less arbi

trary boxindaries set for the short story and elaborates 

her tale for ninty pages or so, and it falls into the 

critically vague classification of novelette: a form 

that seems to be as difficult for the critics to work 

with as the short theme-sketch. The question: When 

does a long short story become a novelette? has not 

been satisfactorily answered by critics. "Old Mortal

ity" is; too long, obviously, for a short story, yet it 

does not have the formal structure of a novel. The 

story is divided into three parts, covering 1^^5-1902, 
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1904, and 1912, respectively. Emphasis shifts from Aunt 

Amy in Part I, to Uncle Gabriel in Part II, and to Cousin 

Eva in Part III. In the first part, Miranda, age eight, 

is the observer. She is impressed or not impressed by 

things and people around her. Aunt Amy's adventures in 

Part I furnish the focal point and establish the back

ground for Part II and a day at the races with her 

father and Uncle Gabriel. In Part II, Miranda emerges 

from the role of observer to one of limited partici

pation and more definite opinions. Her joys, disap

pointments, expectations are now becoming more real to 

her and she is awakening to moral conditions arounid her. 

The shock of Uncle Gabriel—once glamorous, now pathet

ically debased—smashes many childhood myths and brings 

the young lady painfully into knowledgeable contact with 

the fact of degradation. In Part III, Miranda is a 

full participant—although in many ways not successful 

as such—in an adult world. Through her dialogue with 

Cousin Eva she reveals that she ran away from school, 

married, separated, and is now "on her own." The sep

aration from the past and recognition of her full per

sonal responsibility to herself and society are made 

complete when her father is aloof and cool toward her 

when she arrives home for Uncle Gabriel's funeral. 
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The story covers twenty-seven years. Yet, in span

ning the years within a single story, Miss Porter has 

maintained a balance and symmetry not possible with 

lesser artists. The basis of the story's unity is 

basically thematic: the theme of the pretence of a 

faded, impotent past versus the reality of one's per

sonal responsibilities to the present. 

Not only is Miss Porter's technical artistry de

tectable in her style and form, it is found also in her 

description and characterization. In "Flowering Judas," 

Miss Porter places a young American woman, Laura, en

tirely out of, and away from, her natural element, and 

yet, she makes her fit into the revolution-torn Mexican 

scene. The situation might tempt a less discreet author 

to overplay such pregnant elements as the colorful but 

replusive revolution leader, the mystery and intrigue of 

espionage and other spy activities, and the romantic 

possibilities of the native serenader. Miss Porter 

avoids these cliches and, in contrast, presents an at

tractive young lady with a very personal problem. On 

the surface, Laura is cold and indifferent to her en

vironment. She knows how to handle Braggioni's advances, 

she knows how to play her role in the revolution. She 
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is unmoved by the dangers of dark alleys and strange, un

known and often unseen colleagues. Yet, in her rela

tionship with the serenader, she reveals a certain 

naivety—a troublesome weakness. The climax of the 

story is the final revelation in Laura of a strong feel

ing of guilt brought to a head by the death of Eugenic. 

In the midst of a terrible dream, she awakens: "Laura 

cried No! and at the sound of her own voice, she awoke 

trembling, and was afraid to sleep again." 

Miss Porter's artistry in description and scene-

setting is, paradoxically economical yet adequate. She 

avoids travelogue escapades even though many of her 

stories are set in colorful, interesting locales. She 

describes places only in relation to their significance 

to her story. For example, in "Maria Concepci6n," the 

scene is set for the revelation that Juan is not true to 

Maria: she peers "through the crevices in the thick 

hedge of cactus that sheered up nakedly, like bared 

knife blades." Later, in the throes of fear and re

morse over what she has done, Maria Concepci6n is 

sensitive to the light and forms in the room where her 

hearing before the police is held: 

Even the restless light could not give a look of 
life to that fixed countenance. She [Maria Rosa) 
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was dead. • • • She felt no more rancor against 
that pitiable thing, lying indifferently in its 
blue coffin under the fine silk rebozo. 

Katherine Anne Porter's artistry in the technique 

of fiction is an established fact in critical acclaim. 

In her admiration of Henry James, she has been true to 

both his concept of the deep seriousness of content and 

to his insistence on a mastery of technique and form, 

truly a "geometry of his own." 

;ftn A^ * ? 



CHAPTER II 

KATHERINE ANNE PORTER ON THE LITERARY ARTIST 

In Katherine Anne Porter's critical essays, col

lected and published in The Days Before (1952), she con

cerns herself repeatedly with the role of the artist and 

with the artist's unique quest for fulfillment, and,of 

course, of special concern to her as a writer is the art

ist in words, the man of literature. The title of the 

collection just mentioned is taken from the opening and 

longest article in the book, which is a serious, objec

tive look at the early life of Henry James. It appeared 

first in 1943 and was revised for inclusion in the col

lection. 

Miss Porter would deny personal discipleship to any

one, but surely Henry James stands well above all others 

in her estimation of an appropriate artist properly to be 

emulated. The portrait of James presented in "The Days 

Before" is the portrait of an artist. In the course of 

the essay, she points out that the religion of James' 

father and the philosophy of his brother are complements 

of Henry's artistry: 

Henry . . . sought for truth not in philosophy nor 
in religion, but in art, and found his own; showed 

21 
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just what the others had learned and taught, and 
spoke for them better than they could for them
selves, thus very simply and grandly fulfilling 
his destiny as artist; for it was destiny and he 
knew it and never resisted a moment, but went 
with it as unskeptically as his father had gone 
with religion.21 

Miss Porter further points out the Jamesian traits 

most typical of her own concept of the true artist. 

James' concern with fidelity of situation, and his con

cern for initiation of youth, the "growth of the ten

der, perceptive mind," and "the sweet illusion of 

safety, dangerous because it must be broken at great 

risk." These are focal points in Miss Porter's own 

fiction, the ingredients of true literary art. The im

pressions, inspirations, and ultimate frustrations and 

disappointments relevant to James' "growing up" remained 

a part of the master's makeup, who yet: 

survived all, and made it his own, and used with 
that fullness and boldness and tenderness and in
tent reverence which is the sum of his human qual
ities, invisible from his sum as artist.22 

Mooney sums up Miss Porter's relationship to James 

by the remark, "The entire connection between Katherine 

Anne Porter and Henry James rests on the sense of form, 

the determination to present situations and relations as 

effectively as possible."23 

The fictional technique which Miss Porter praises 
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so highly in James is obviously very similar to that 

which she herself aimed to achieve in her own fiction. 

In answer to a question concerning James and Whitman, 

she writes: 

For myself I choose James, holding as I do with the 
conscious, disciplined artist, the serious expert 
against the expansive, indiscriminately "cosmic" 
sort. James, I believe, was the better thinker, 
a man with a heavier load to carry than Viniitman.24 

The quality of the artistry of James suggested in this 

evaluation of James and Whitman is comparable to Miss 

Porter's strict self-discipline in demanding of herself 

perfection in her fictional works. Of her first col

lection of published stories and sketches, she wrote: 

They are what I was able to achieve in the way of 
order and form and statement in a period of gro
tesque dislocations in a whole society when the 
world was heaving in the sickness of a millen
nial change.25 

Of the more technical production of her fiction 

(with the exception, of course, of Ship of Fools), she 

writes: "My stories . . . are written in one draft, and 

if short enough, at one sitting."26 

Sharing the pedestal of admiration on which Miss 

Porter has placed Henry James is another contemporary 

artist, Willa Gather. In Miss Gather, Katherine Anne 

Porter sees the same virtues, but virtues colored by a 

feminine quality. She claims that, as all true artists 
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must. Miss Gather has completely disappeared in, is, in

deed, completely consumed by, the very art she created: 

They (artists) are not magnified in their work, 
they disappear in it, consumed by it. . . . Miss 
Gather held firmly to what she had found for her
self, did her own work in her own way . . . and 
did help greatly to save and reassert and illus
trate the validity of certain great and danger
ously threatened principles of art.27 

Mooney points out that Katherine Anne Portfer most 

accurately describes her own artistry in The Days Before 

in a critical note on Katherine Mansfield: 

With fine objectivity she [Miss Mansfield] bares 
a moment of experience, real experience, in the 
life of some human being; she states no belief, 
gives no motives, airs no theories, but simply 
presents to the reader a situation, a place and 
a character, and there it is; and the emotional 
content is present as implicitly as the germ is 
in the grain of wheat.28 

"What could more accurately describe the method and ef

fect of Miss Porter's own stories?"^9 asks Mooney. 

Two aspects—one historical, one literary--of 

Miss Porter's collection of three essays on Gertrude 
30 

Stein make this portion of The Days Before especially 

noteworthy. In the first, "Everybody Is a Real One," 

written in 1927, Miss Porter recognizes the historical 

role of Miss Stein as a powerful force on the American 

literary scene. She states: "Next to James Joyce she is 

the great influence on the younger literary generation, 
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who see in her the combination of tribal wise woman and 

arch-priestess of aesthetic." The initial observations 

never reach superlative proportions, but Miss Porter gen

eralizes on the technique of Miss Stein: 

Her efforts to get at the roots of existing life, 
to create fresh life from them, give her words a 
dark liquid flowingness, like the murmur of the 
blood. She does not strain words or invent them. 
Many words have retained their original meaning 
for her, she uses them simply. Good means good 
and bad means bad. . . . Strength and weakness are 
real things that live inside people, she looks for 
these things, notes them in their likenesses and 
indifferences. She loves the difficult virtues, 
she is tender toward good people, she has faith 
in them. 

The second article, a brief, two-page parody, is 

titled "Second Wind" and was written in 192^. The par

ody is never interrupted to give the reader a true view 

of exactly what Miss Porter is saying, but the ridicu

lousness of the Stein technique is sufficient to indi

cate Miss Porter's retreat from her stand of the previous 

essay. Obviously, Miss Stein had become too overbearing 

in her flagrant antics with syntax and Miss Porter uses 

parody to express her growing disgust. 

The third and final view of Gertrude Stein was 

written in 1947 and is called "The Wooden Umbrella." 

In this criticism, second in length only to "The Days 

Before," Miss Porter seems to feel an obligation to 
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justify and retract her stand of twenty years previous 

by providing a complete de-bunking of the superficial

ity of the matron sainte of the Lost Generation. The 

prose of the article is mellow and flowing, but the 

satire at times is overly obvious and borders on per

sonal invective. She thrusts at nearly every thing 

that Miss Stein held dear—an ability to write what the 

public wants to read, an overt love for the power money 

will buy, the glory of an obedient and dedicated stable 

of disciples, the pretence of some profound insight into 

every aspect of human nature the exposition of which 

holds an audience in awe, as Hendrick remarks: 

Miss Porter reviewed the artistic and social ca
reer of Miss Stein, and found it lacking. Miss 
Porter wrote page after page of brilliantly fash
ioned sentences, each one sentencing, by compari
son. Miss Stein to artistic oblivion.31 

Miss Porter returns to the sham of her title, "The 

Wooden Umbrella," for her closing remark: 

It was the strangest thing, as if the wooden um
brella feeling the rain had tried to forsake its 
substance and take on the nature of its form; and 
was struggling slowly, slowly, much too late, to 
unfold. 

Other critical articles in The Days Before deal with 

Thomas Hardy, Ezra Pound, Edith Sitwell, Eudora Welty, 

Madox Ford, Virginia Woolf, and a few lesser artists. 

With the exception of her denunciation of Gertrude 
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stein. Miss Porter has selected writers with whom she 

has shown affinity; through technique, as with James; 

through philosophy, as with Miss Mansfield. The scant 

volume of her critical work and the narrow selectivity 

of her critical subjects limit the importance of her 

role as literary critic, but do magnify her concern 

for true artistry in literature and do reflect her 

theory of art. 

This concern for true artistry in literature is 

further seen in her more personal and pedagogical essays 

in The Days Before. Miss Porter had no formal education 

beyond the convent school in San Antonio. In her es

says, she does not comment on the merits or short com

ings of a formal education, but traces the development 

of her own growth as a writer through personal dedica

tion and education through reading and writing. This, 

along with a conscious effort toward mastering of form 

and technique, seems to be the basis of her advice to 

others. 

Her claim to a "literary education" rests upon her 

extensive, yet highly selective, reading. She states 

in her essays that in her early life she "read the 

Shakespeare sonnets, and then, all at one blow, all of 
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Daatjil" also Homer, Rousard, Montaigne, Voltaire's 

"philosophical dictionary- with notes by Smollett," 

Di<:kens and Thackeray. But the great educators in the 

art of^contemporary literature—and undoubtedly her 

own masters—are, as she herself states, five writers: 

Henry James, James Joyce, W. B. Yeats, T. S. Eliot, and 

Ezra Pound. She writes in the essay on Po\md: 

The beginning artist is educated by whoever helps 
him to learn how to work his own vein, who helps 
him to fix his standards, and who gives him cour
age. I believe I can speak for a whole generation 
of writers who acknowledge that these five men 
were in just this way, the great educators of 
their time.32 

Elsewhere in her collectied essays, she shows a con

cern for the growth, development, and training of other 

aspiring artists, although she abhors writers' courses 

and denies any possibility of anyone teaching anyone 

else how to write; but, on several occasions, she points 

out to young writers the ways which they may learn how 

to write. Her most direct treatment of the pedagogics 

of writing is revealed in a sketch in The Days Before 

entitled "No Plot, My Dear, No Story." Although rather 

na'ive in presentation and below her fictional level of 

discernment, herein Miss Porter tells her "children" a 

"fable of our times." After denouncing "pat" plots and 

i i 
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"formula" writing. Miss Porter defends her most success

ful "story of theme" technique, and admonished her fledg-

ings: 

First, have faith in your theme; then get so well 
acquainted with your characters that they live and 
grow in your imagination exactly as if you saw 
them in the flesh; and finally, tell their story 
with all the truth and tenderness and severity you 
are capable of; and if you have any character of 
your own, you will have a style of your own; it 
grows, as your ideas grow, and as your knowledge 
of your craft increases.33 

Of the economic feasibility'of the writing profes

sion, she says, "In the arts, you simply cannot secure 

your bread and your freedom of action too. You cannot 

be a hostile critic of society and expect society to 

feed you regularly."34 

Also in the form of an admonition to aspiring writ

ers is Miss Porter's often-quoted stand on the impor

tance of personal, critical, and political independence. 

This statement is included in her "Statements About 

Writing" in The Days Before. She states: 

The worker in an art is dyed in his own color, it 
is useless to ask him to change his faults or his 
virtues; he must, rather more literally than most 
men, work out his own salvation. No novelist or 
poet could possibly ask himself, while working: 
"What will a certain critic think of this? Will 
this be acceptable to my publisher? Will this do 
for a certain magazine? Will my family and friends 
approve of this?" Imagine what that would lead 
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to. . . . And how much worse, if he must be think
ing, "What will my political cell or block think 
of this? Am I hewing to the party line? Do I 
stand to lose my job, or head, on this?" This is 
really the road by which the artist perishes.35 

Dedication, a truth to be portrayed, and a mastered 

technique or medium are, in Katherine Anne Porter's view, 

specifics of the literary artist. These traits have 

consistently preoccupied her in her critical works and 

have characterized her own personal experiences as a 

self-conscious artist. A tenacious dedication has been 

the abiding force which has carried her through pot-

boiling hack work to a significant contribution to the 

overall body of art. Chapters III and IV of this paper 

attempt to evaluate her consistency and agility in the 

use of art and artists as symbols in her fiction. 



CHAPTER III 

THE ARTISTS IN KATHERINE ANNE PORTER'S FICTION 

The artist's fidelity to himself, to society, and 

to his destiny as an artist is clearly exemplified in the 

lives of the artists, in various realms of art, who ap

pear in Katherine Anne Porter's fiction. As in her own 

life, the artist in her fiction must seek until he finds 

his role in society. As in her own professional career, 

her fictional artist has a moral and compelling obliga

tion to the destiny which calls him to his artistry, 

and; finally, as in her own writing career, the artists 

in her stories demand "truth." In this chapter, sev

eral artists from the fiction of Katherine Anne Porter 

are examined in the light of those criteria set by Miss 

Porter herself, for her own practice and for her judg

ment in her criticism of other practitioners. 

A very crude, yet effective, example of dedication 

is found in a most unexpected character in the Miranda 

series. Uncle Jimbilly, an aging freed slave, is the 

31 
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leading character in a brief sketch, "The Witness,"36 

and a minor character in several other stories and 

sketches. He is an expert in the art of carving tiny 

tombstones from blocks of wood for the children to 

place over the graves of small animals. Miss Porter 

describes his hands as being "closed and stiff from 

gripping objects tightly, while he worked at them, and 

they could not open altogether even if a child took the 

thick black fingers and tried to turn them back." Yet 

he was dedicated to his role as tombstone-carver and 

was always ready and willing to oblige the children 

when the need arose. His dedication to his artistic 

calling is especially revealed in his refusal to betray 

or desecrate his artistry by sacrificing it to the 

whims of his patrons. In ignorance of any necessity 

for authentic reproduction of life in art, the children 

asked for the inscription "Safe in heaven" on the current 

art piece. "To put over a tame jackrabbit, Missy? A 

heathen like dat? No, Mam." 

This incident suggests an essay already mentioned 

entitled "No Plot, My Dear, No Story" which is written 

in the form of a fable, but the truth of which is ob

vious. A highly commercial "slick" magazine had invited 
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Miss Porter, along with other short story writers, to 

contribute a "re-write" of the best story she had ever 

heard. Miss Porter's contribution was rejected, with 

the "merry little note: 'No plot, my dear--no story. 

Sorry'," regardless of its obvious literary merit. Miss 

Porter had refused to desecrate her art, in much the 

same way Uncle Jimbilly had refused to make a farce of 

his, by forcing it into a conventional plot structure; 

relying on the subtiler device of thematic unity. She 

thus shows an affinity with her own character. The 

glimpse of Uncle Jimbilly as an artist is brief, but it 

is sufficient to show a dedication to fidelity in art. 

As a symbol of the past, Uncle Jimbilly is true and ded

icated, though, he is old and practically useless to 

society. 

The most impressive of Miss Porter's Mexican art

ists is Carlos Montanna, a minor character in "Hacienda."37 

Carlos is misunderstood by his more worldly and merci-

nary observers, and although he is not an economical suc

cess, he seems to be accepted by the society to which he 

belongs. The narrator, a woman writer from the United 

States, is reminded by Betancourt, a Hollywood film-maker 

working with a Soviet film company in Mexico, of the Carlos 
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she knew ten years ago: "It's poor Carlos. It's not 

only the whiskers, and the fat. He has, you know, be

come a failure." And then the narrator reveals: "I 

observed the Failure. He seemed cheerful enough. He 

was beating time with the handle of his spoon and hum

ming a song." 

Betencourt, determined to drive home his point of 

Carlos' failure, outlines his own concept of true art in 

sharp contrast with the concept of his creator: 

Betancourt had spent his youth unlocking the 
stubborn secrets of Universal Harmony by means 
of numberology, astronomy, astrology, a formula 
of thought transference and deep breathing, the 
practice of will-to-power combined with the last 
American theories of personality development; 
certain complicated magical ceremonies; and a 
careful choice of doctrines from the several 
schools of Oiriental philosophies which are, from 
time to time, so successfully introduced into 
California. From this material he had constructed 
a Way of Life which could be taught to anyone, and 
once learned led the initiate quietly and surely 
toward Success: success without pain, almost with
out effort except of a pleasurable kind, success 
accompanied by moral and esthetic beauty, as well 
as the most desirable material reward. Wealth, 
naturally, could not be an end in itself: alone, 
it was not Success. But it was the unobtrusive 
companion of all true Success. From this point 
of view he was cheerfully explicit about Carlos. 
Carlos had always been contemptuous of the Eternal 
Laws. He had always simply written his tunes with
out giving a thought to the profounder inferences 
of music, based as it is upon the harmonic system 
of the spheres. He, Betancourt, had many times 
warned Carlos. It had done no good at all. Carlos 
had gone on inviting his own doom.3^ 
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Although the true character of Carlos is not made 

to come into sharp focus, he is used by Miss Porter as 

an effective counterpart to the worldly, money-mad 

Betancourt, who, along with A m Hansen, cannot conceive 

of a true, eternal art, or of a man devoted and dedicated 

to such a "doom." Yet, it is the isolated narrator of 

"Hacienda" who comes closer to communicating with Carlos, 

and understanding his motives of any of the characters 

in the complex situation. She notes that he speaks with 

"unhappy certainty"; that in the past he had acted in a 

"thoughtless, hopelessly human way, piled upon these 

Î Betancourt'sj thin shoulders a greater burden of grat

itude than they could support"; that he was "full of 

humanity and good humor"; that he was capable of "en

joying himself in the fresh morning air"; and, finally, 

that he "roared with joy, holding his ribs." To Miss 

Porter, these phrases do not describe a failure; they 

describe an artist. 

In another of her Mexican-scene stories, "The 

Martyr,"39 Miss Porter compares the true artist with 

the commercially-oriented psuedo-artist. The story is 

not included in the collected works, but appeared in 

The Century Magazine in 1923. Ruben, the greatest artist 
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in all Mexico, worked diligently for many months to com-

plete a beautiful mural, using as his model for the var

ious figures his mistress Isabel. Then the unfaithful 

Isabel runs away with her secret lover, a commercial art

ist, who— 

sold a very large painting to a rich man whose 
decorator told him he must have a panel of green 
and orange on a certain wall of his new house. By 
a felitous chance, this painting was prodigiously 
green and orange. The rich man paid him a huge 
price, but was happy to do it, he explained, be
cause it would cost six times as much to cover the 
space with tapestry.A-O 

This quotation reveals the false quality of the "art" of 

Ruben's rival and intensifies the true martyrdom of the 

hero. The tragedy of Ruben's self-sacrifice is made 

stronger by his loss of his love to an inferior artist. 

Hendrick points out that the brief account is but a 

fragment of Miss Porter's knowledge of the artistic 

world of Mexico, especially "during the formative stage 

of the artistic renaissance (of the 1920's]^"^l 

Miss Porter's most vivid portrayal of artistic 

failure--and therefore of a failure in life--is that of 

the psuedo-poet in "That Tree."42 This story, included 

in the Flowering^ Judas collection, is set in Mexico, 

yet her leading character is a North American. The plight 

of the never-named, self-appointed poet is subtly revealed 
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in three key expressions in the opening paragraph of the 

story: 

He had really wanted to be a cheerful bum lying 
under a tree in a good climate writing poetry. 
• . . Knowing his poetry was no good did not 
take away much from his pleasure in it. . . . 
--He enjoyed this confession, it gave him a 
chance to talk about the thing he believed he 
loved best, the idle free romantic life of a 
poet.'̂ 3 

Here it is suggested that the poet actually wanted 

to be only a cheerful tramp, not a poet. His true desire 

for the fruitless career of a ne'er-do-well is rational

ized by his picture of himself as a poet. The next key 

to his failure as an artist is his attitude toward his 

own "art." Knowing that it was not good did not take 

away much from his pleasure in it. An effective under

statement to stress that the mediocrity of his art 

really took away all the pleasure in it--but the pleas

ure being basically in the shiftless life he led. Fi

nally, after becoming a successful journalist, he spends 

his leisure time talking about what the joys of writing 

were. Superficially, he believes he loves poetry best. 

Again subtle but highly effective understatement. Even 

as a successful journalist he still recognizes, secretlyj 

that he has no true dedication or calling to the life of 

the poet. 
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Echegaray, the Basque woodcarver aboard the Vera 

in Ship of Fools,^^ is an example of a fully dedicated 

artist. Miss Porter placed nearly a thousand people 

aboard the good ship Vera and only Echegaray escapes the 

scathing realism of Miss Porter's objectivity. Referred 

to by Hendrick and other critics as "Jesus-like,"45 the 

frail deportee becomes important in the novel when Cap

tain Theile, after fights had broken out below deck and 

the captain feared for the safety of the crew and the 

first-class passengers, orders the steerage passengers 

to be searched and all weapons, knives, and sharp-edged 

tools to be confiscated. The reader gets a report on 

the woodcarver's situation second hand, from Frau 

Schmitt, who tells sone of the other lady passengers of 

her conversation with David Scott: 

"Well, the Herr David Scott told me then this man 
was carving small animals from bits of wood he had 
brought in his bundle, hoping to sell them to peo
ple in first class. Herr Scott had half a dozen 
in his pocket, and he showed them to me; they were 
very pretty ^nd-childlike; Herr Scott said. He is 
a fine artist. . . . When the officer asked him for 
his knife, he somehow thought he was lending it, 
imagine, and would be given it back in a few min
utes i . . . He was very apgry in a cold pale way 
as if he had lost blood. Gone then for good were 
the hopes of that poor man, gone his happy occu
pation and his little knife, and so he cried, he 
cried like a baby."^^ 

Later the same man leaps overboard and sacrifices 

his life to rescue the worthless, repulsive bulldog, Bebe 
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Hendrick has suggested that Miss Porter has ap

portioned to three of her Ship of Fools characters 

traits peculiar to the American poet, Hart Crane. 

There is, he writes, "reason to believe that Hart Crane, 

one of her acquaintances in Mexico not long before his 

suicide, is portrayed in the novel."47 

One of the three, he continues, is Echegaray, his 

knife representing the Basque's only hope of artistic 

expression and fulfillment. He sat and wept as Crane 

often did during, and following, the decline of his 

artistic powers. Mooney points out that the complex 

situation centered around the woodcarver is typical of 

Katherine Anne Porter's concerns as an artist. He says: 

The irony by which the dog . . . is saved by the 
loss of the life of someone who has had a sharp 
sense of the possibility of beauty and poetry in 
life is in total accord with Miss Porter's vision 
of reality. . . . We have here the familiar cen
tral attitude of many Porter stories: irrationally, 
certain oblique forces have combined to destroy 
something capable of' beauty and truth, and there
fore worth saving.48 

Echegaray's dedication as an artist comes into fo

cus as his means of expression is taken away from him by 

the ship's officer. That dedication is first magnified 

by his tearful, shameless suffering, then is made fur

ther visable in the true sympathy and compassion offered 

by the seldom sympathetic and compassionate women. "Frau 

Schmitt's sensibilities almost overcame her." 
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The fact that the reader neither sees nor hears of 

the woodcarver between the weeping scene and the man-

overboard scene is illustr^' ve of Miss Porter's typical 

objectivity; she refuses tu intrude into the story as 

omniscient author to give her reader a motive for his 

plunge after the distressed bulldog. To some of the 

passengers it was heroic spontaniety; to others it was 

a suicidal impulse; to the priests aboard it was a sin

ful waste of life. To the sensitive reader, the brief 

glimpse of Echegaray is a convincing demonstration of a 

dedication to something, the loss of which could prompt 

suicidal tendencies, or the fidelity to which could 

bring about heroic spontaniety. 

Also aboard the Vera, are David Scott and Jenny 

Brown, two young American painters traveling together on 

their first voyage to Europe. The fact that they are 

young possibly excuses their lack of productivity of 

any significant art. However, the reader learns of 

their theories on art and on the role of the artist, 

which perhaps, also helps to explain their meager pro

ductivity. While the Vera is in port at Havana, the 

couple takes a sightseeing tour. Jenny tries to be 

realistic about eating regularly, yet expresses a 

youthful, romantic concept of true art: 
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"I'll do all the chores I can get, but there is 
something you can't sell, even if you want to, and 
I'm glad of it! I am going to paint for myself." 

David lacks Jenny's rosy outlook and tries to combine the 

aesthetic and the economic in art. He answers: 

"I know, I know, and hope that somebody else 
likes it too, likes it well enough to buy it and 
take it home to live with. There's simply some
thing wrong with our theory of a private life as 
far as work [Jaintin^ is concerned." 

"You are talking about public life, " said 
Jenny, "You're talking about the thing on.the 
wall, not when it's still in your mind, aren't 
you?—I want good simple people who don't know 
a thing about art to like my work, to come for 
miles to look at it." 

In the conversation that continues, both of them 

reveal the artists' sensitivity to art and a youthful 

searching for identity with their medium. Of immediate 

concern to them is primitivism among Indian artists; 

but their larger quest for identity with their art is 

perhaps the most important phase of their speculation. 

David concludes the dialogue with the statement: "They 

tie a different set of knots, that's all."49 

Through the remainder of the novel, occasional 

sketches of passengers and briefly expressed desires to 

paint certain scenes mark the only artistic activities 

afforded the two yoimg artists. However, Miss Porter 

makes the point early that David and Jenny are young 

artists searching for their role or roles in life, and 
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uses the fact that they are artists to explain, if not 

to justify, their traveling together. Miss Porter does 

not attempt to moralize the situation. In fact, the 

other passengers reconcile their indulgence toward Jenny 

more because she is American than because she is an 

artist. 

Miss Porter does not exclude any of the passengers 

on the Vera from her novel's title even though the young 

American artists are in many ways less fool-like than 

others aboard. Aside from the shoptalk between Jenny 

and David, and at least contextually removed from the 

woodcarver incident, the hypothetical universal artist 

is mentioned in philosophical small talk at the bar. 

Conversation drifts from the trouble in the steerage, 

to religion, and on to civilization in general. A m 

Hansen, the crude Swede, observes: 

"Civilization . . . let me tell you what it 
is. First the soldier, then the merchant, then 
the priest, then the lawyer. The merchant hires 
the soldier and priest to conquer the country for 
him. First, the soldier, he is a murderer; then 
the priest, he is a liar; then the merchant, he 
is a thief; and they all bring in the lawyer to 
make their laws and defend their deeds, and there 
you have civilization!" 

Miss Porter is as unsympathetic toward Hansen as she is 

toward anyone on board; consequently, he is the logical 

character to reveal so scathing a disavowal of the form 
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and order which Miss Porter herself so diligently searches 

for in civilization. To crystalize the analysis, Jenny 

asks: "What about the artist?" Hansen answers: 

"He comes last, he pretends everything is what 
it is not, he is a fake. . . ." Nobody laughed 
with him. He lapsed into red-faced confusion. 
!!Ê !̂ ®̂ ;..fê ' that's right," he said, at random. 
"Fakes I"̂ U 

Very similar in many respects to David Scott with

out Jenny Brown is Charles Upton, the young artist in 

"The Leaning Tower."51 David and Charles both have 

limited but unpleasant contact with Germans; David and 

Charles both wind up in Europe seeking somehow to "find" 

themselves in their role as an artist. David and Charles 

both see the superficial yet vicious sham of German 

pseudo-sensitivity to art. However, as is true of many 

of Katherine Anne Porter's male characters, Charles 

Upton lacks the warm-blooded virility of the Hemingway 

Hero, the sharp deliniation and accuteness of the James 

male, and even the cynicism and capability of obnoxious-

ness of David Scott. Indeed Miss Porter finds it dif

ficult to portray the male character such as Upton. He 

is na'ive in his dealings with the hotel keeper and his 

wife; he is easily put at discomfort by unpleasant en

counters with Frau Rosa Reichl; his brief conversation 

with Lutte, the pretty dancer in the cabaret, lacks a 
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masculine tone and point of view. Yet, Miss Porter suc

ceeds well in her portrayal of the artist in Charles 

Upton. 

He is dedicated to an art in which he is still 

searching for identity. He wonders why he is even in 

Berlin. "This is not right," he says to himself. "There 

is something wrong with the shapes, or the light, or 

something. . . ."52 He wanders about looking for an 

artistic fulfillment. He works at his calling by pro

ducing numerous sketches, yet he never settles down to 

any one major artistic project. He is sensitive to 

forms, shapes, and colors around him, storing in his 

memory and on his sketch pads the realities before him. 

The chief difficulty of Charles Upton, the painter, 

is that he finds the obvious outward appearances in Ber

lin difficult to capture and interpret on his sketch 

pad because of the subtle and confining reactions he 

feels as a result of his efforts. He sketches the 

couple who humiliated and cheated him at the hotel and 

produces "the woman as a sick fox, the man as half pig, 

half tiger." 

He drew Rosa, first as kitchen sloven, then as a 
withered old whore, finally without any clothes 
on. 
. . . 
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Then quite calmly l̂e began to draw Hans» face from 
ta« m«mory of that strange expression of pride in 
his wound, and he wondered what had got into him. 
. «. . 

He drew Tadeiusz sitting over the piano, bird head, 
little stiff wrinkles at.the corners of his mouth, 
fingers like bird claws.53 

The frustrations thus encountered made him wonder if 

possibly he were a caricaturist instead of a serious 

painter. 

An often used device of Miss Porter's is the dream. 

Charles Upton dreams of the rooming house being on fire 

and only himself escaping, laden with his heavy suit

case of sketches which "he could not leave . . . be

cause it contained all the drawings he meant to do in 

his whole life." No reflection by Gharles, or addi

tional mention by the author, offers any interpretation 

of the dream. However, one writer interprets it as 

follows: 

His artistic creations were more important to him 
than any attempt to save the unsavable, to save 
those who, we must assume, would misunderstand 
his act and turn on him ferociously.54 

The major theme in "The Leaning Tower" comes from 

the political scene, but the psychological development 

of the artist is an important secondary theme. The rev

elation and prognostication of evil in a society merely 

serve to orientate the artist as he becomes cognizant of 

.i!a'l£/AL . 
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the terrible failure of Western man. Charles Upton does 

not specifically "locate" himself in his art or in soci

ety, but he does become painfully aware of one place in 

which he does not belong. Miss Porter says: "He didn't 

feel sorry for himself, and no crying jag or any other 

kind of jag would ever, in this world, do anything at 

all for him." The ambiguity of "this world" and the 

evasive role of the artist in it are typical of Miss 

Porter's effective technique of never giving answers but 

of creating situations and characters which reveal the 

magnitude of the questions. 

Another one of Miss Porter's artists is. Mr. Helton, 

the harmonica playing Swede in "Noon Wine."55 This 

strange creature from North Dakota brings to the South 

Texas farm the form and order so typical of Miss Porter's 

true artists. Although his only artistic output is a 

lone tune on a wide assortment of harmonicas, Mr. Helton 

shows a dedication to his art and a tragicly ironic fi

delity to truth in his selection of a tune. Out of the 

violence and chaos of his earlier life, he has created 

an obsession for order and form in his self-imposed iso

lation on the Thompson farm. Western man's justice de

mands that he pay for his past sins, and that same 

justice is meted out ten-fold as he is hunted down and 
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killed like a wild beast. And although his years of 

penitence and retribution seem to be the salvation of 

the Thompsons, they too are obliterated with no more 

than temporal benefit from the good that was ultimately 

destroyed. Mr. Helton's good, his quest for form and 

order, his strong sense of self-fulfillment through an 

artistic expression, fail, as do those of many of Miss 

Porter's heroes, to turn the tide against Western man's 

terrible failure. 

A dedication to the artistic urge demands a certain 

fidelity to the truth portrayed via the art produced. 

Katherine Anne Porter demands of her fictional artists 

not only a dedication to their role but also an ability 

to capture on a tombstone, in a block of wood, on a 

sketch pad, or on a harmonica, "life as it really is." 

This truism, she would imply, has become a trite cliche 

with fledging writers but nevertheless remains a true 

dogma of art. The expression of true life, or true art--

synonymous in this context—is the peak of achievement 

for the artist and the constant goal of the incipient 

artist. In the critical and personal articles discussed 

above, Miss Porter, on numerous occasions and in various 

contexts, stresses the importance of memory, recolleci-

tion, experience, and impression as true ingredients in 
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the art of fiction. Her fictional artists reflect their 

creator's concern for truth to be portrayed. Fiction is 

a technique or framework on which to display truth—not 

a vehicle to create new or psuedo-^truths. The failures 

of Miss Porter's would-be artists seem to hinge more on 

their inabilities to capture truth in their various 

media than on their lack of technical skill or even ded

ication to their art. 

t 



CHAPTER IV 

SYMBOLISM AND OBJETS d'ART IN THE FICTION OF 

KATHERINE ANNE PORTER 

It has been pointed out that Katherine Anne Porter 

considers the artist--literary and fictional--a highly 

sensitive being, one capable of making fine distinctions 

in life, and one dedicated to the portrayal of truth in 

an eternal struggle to find form and meaning in a chaotic 

world. Miss Porter's attitude toward works produced by 

the artist is quite in keeping with this concept. 

Among her critical works are found numerous refer

ences to art, its definition, and its significance. In 

"Reflections on Willa Gather," Miss Porter states: 

All true art is provincial in the most realistic 
sense: of the very time and place of its making, 
out of human beings who are so particularly limi
ted by their situation, whose faces and names are 
real and whose lives begin each one at an indi
vidual, unique center.5o 

In writing of the greatness of Pound's art, Miss Porter 

states: 

Greatness in art is like any other greatness: in 
religious experience, in love, it is great because 
it is beyond the reach of the ordinary, and cannot 
be judged by the ordinary, nor be accountable to it.-̂ '̂  
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Miss Porter points out in "The Art of Katherine Mans

field" that works of art "exist in their own right," 

although she finds it interesting to seek out and re

late autobiographical data in Miss Mansfield's stories. 

With the exception of Ruben, the great Mexican art

ist in "The Martyr," the fictional artists created by 

Miss Porter have not achieved greatness. They are 

either young, aspiring artists, such as David Scott and 

Jenny Brown on the Vera, or they are artists of no rep

utation or accomplishment—often artists in nature 

only--such as Uncle Jimbilly in "The Witness," and Mr. 

Helton in "Noon Wine." She displays no Roderick Hudson 

or Kenyon. Nor does she use the great eternal body of 

art in her fiction. Rather, she chooses small, often 

insignificant and appartently worthless handiworks of 

unknown or inconsequential artists as brief symbols of 

larger truths. Her choosing of the insignificant objet 

d'art in a symbolic way is consistent throughout her 

fiction. 

It seems that, to Miss Porter, these small expres

sions of artistic impulse or design are as real, and as 

true a reflection of the society that produced them, as 

is the conglomerate art of a broad culture. Just as 

literary art is, to Miss Porter, provincial, so must be 
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every work of art, because of the limited, unique loca

tion of the artist and because of the similar nature of 

the culture to which both the artist and his art belong. 

She states: "Art, like the human life of which it is 

the truest voice, thrives best by daylight in a green 

and growing world."5S But Miss Porter does not write 

in, or of, a green and growing world; her fictional 

symbols are not works of art produced by flourishing 

artists. 

In "The Grave,"59 a brief sketch in the Miranda 

stories, two children, while on a hunting expedition, 

happen upon a re-opened grave. 

Miranda leaped into the pit that had held her 
grandfather's bones. . . . She saw a silver dove 
no larger than a hazel nut, with spread wings 
and neat fan-shaped tail. . . . Paul had found 
a thin wide gold ring carved with intricate 
flowers and leaves. 

Miranda and Paul, nine and twelve, respectively, found 

small trinkets--somebody's art work--as symbols of that 

beautiful and dreadful reality of such major concern to 

all artists and to all mankind—the fact that little 

boys and little girls are different! 

The theme of the story is based on the discovery 

of life (the unborn bunnies still in the womb of the dead 

mother rabbit) and death (the mystery and intrigue of 
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the re-opened grave in a vacated cemetery plot), but 

critics have generally ignored or missed the sexual 

significance of the awakening symbolized by the dove and 

the ring. Miranda finds the dove; Paul finds the ring. 

But, each upon seeing the other's prize is anxious to 

trade. Paul examines the dove which is now his and ob

serves that it is really a casket screw. He drops it 

into his pocket and is now ready to again take up the 

manly sport of dove and rabbit hunting. The masculine 

urge of the hunt is aroused and he presses on to the 

kill—incidently, not of a dove, but of a rabbit. Mi

randa fondles her newly acquired ring: 

Waving her thumb gently and watching her gold ring 
glitter, Miranda lost interest in shooting. . . . 
The ring turned her feelings against her overalls 
and sockless feet, toes sticking through the thick 
brown leather straps. She wanted to get back to 
the farmhouse, take a good cold bath, dust herself 
with plenty of Maria's violet talcum powder, . . . 
put on the thinnest most becoming dress she owned, 
with a big sash, and sit in a wicker chair under 
the trees. 

Miranda's ring seems a familiar, compatable symbol to a 

nine-year-old girl. It would be later--but not much 

later—before the symbolic meaning of the screw would 

come into her knowledge. The twelVe-year-old boy, like

wise, was more at ease with the symbol of his own sex than 

Vlth the feminine ring. "The Grave" does tell about life 
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and death, but with the dove and the ring it also tells 

much more about the initiation of youth into the myster-

ies of sex. 

Another seemingly unimportant piece of art is the 

crude sculpture produced at school by Stephen in "The 

Downward Path to Wisdom."60 Also about the initiation 

of youth, this brief and very popular story is a highly 

artistic and complete vignette of one of the most prev

alent recurring themes in literature. The amoral, un

accountable baby climbs into bed with Mama and Papa. 

Four days later he sings with frightful understanding: 

"I hate Uncle David, I hate Old Janet, I hate Marjory 

. . . " Balloons, "liquish," nickels, and lemonade all 

play parts in this lad's education, but a small work of 

art also has a place. At school, Stephen is given a 

piece of clay and told to make something of it. He 

decides to make a cat, but: 

He could not get the clay to work at all. It 
simply fell into one lump after another. So he 
stopped, wiped his hands on his pull-over. . . 
"Look at Stephen's horse," said Frances. 

Stephen insists that his sculpture is a cat, but the 

other children insist that it is a horse, and they 

laugh. He is not an artist, nor does he aspire to be 

one, but still he refuses to permit the misidentifica-

tion of his work, superficial as it is. 
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In "The Leaning Tower"6l the role of Charles Upton 

as an artist has been considered already, but three ob

jects of art in the story are pertinent here. First, the 

title piece, a small, plaster model of the Leaning Tower 

of Pisa, is used by Miss Porter in the dual role as sym

bolic of the fragility of the present and of the fruit

less memory of the past. The futility of both is pointed 

out by the commentator/observer in the final paragraph 

of the story: 

It stood for something she had, or thought she 
had, once. Even all patched up as it was, and 
worthless to begin with, it meant something to 
her, and he was still ashamed of having broken 
it; it made him feel like a heel. It stood there 
in its bold little frailness, as if daring him to 
come on; how well he knew that a thumb and fore
finger would smash the thin ribs, the mended 
spots would fall at a breath. Leaning, suspended, 
perpetually ready to fall but never falling quite, 
the venturesome little object—a mistake in the 
first place, a whimsical pain in the neck, really, 
towers shouldn't lean in the first place; a curi
osity, like those cupids falling off the roof— 
yet had some kind of meaning in Charles' mind. 

Second, the grotesque cupids, perpetually falling 

from the roof outside Charles' window, are used by Miss 

Porter to symbolize the precarious, ridiculous, meaning

less plight of a society that could first create, and 

then tolerate, such monstrosities. He had already had 

a bad start that day, and then he drew back the curtains 

and saw: 
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A dozen infant-sized pottery cupids, gross, squat 
limbed, wanton in posture and vulgarly pink, with 
scarlet feet and cheeks and backsides, engaged in 
what appeared to be a perpetual scramble to avoid 
falling off the steep roof of a house across the 
street. Charles observed grimly their realistic 
toe holds along the slate, their clutching fat 
hands, their imbecile grins. 

A more subtle and extended symbolism in "The Lean

ing Tower" is found in a third reference to works of 

art in the story. On one of his strolls through the 

streets of Berlin, Charles is impressed by the frequent 

appearance of pig images. He watches a group of men and 

women "gazing silently at displays of toy pigs and sugar 

pigs." They even lift up their fancy-leashed and wool-

sweatered dachshunds to show them the pigs. 

In one window there were sausages, hams, bacon, 
small pink chops; all pig, real pig, fresh, smoked, 
salted, baked, roasted, pickled, spiced, and jel
lied. In the other were dainty artificial pigs, 
almond paste pigs, pink sugar chops, chocolate 
sausages, tiny hams and bacons of melting cream 
streaked and colored to the very life. Among the 
tinsel and lace paper, at the back were still 
other kinds of pigs: plush pigs, black velvet 
pigs, spotted cotton pigs, metal and wooden mechan
ical pigs, all with frolicsome curled tails and 
appealing infant faces. 

Charles is impressed by the pig-worshippers and ob

serves the ridiculous attempts at artistic creations in 

the shop windows. Yet, when he himself attempts to 

sketch the people, he too comes up with the same problem: 
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"He had stopped in a doorway and hastily jotted a few 

broadbottomed figures, sagging faces, and dressed pigs."62 

It is interesting to note, however, that the art

ist's powers of delineation prompt him to recognize with 

sympathy and compassion two extremes in the decadent 

society of which he is the observer. His sketches of 

the fat, vain Germans come out pigs, but of the beggar 

who pled with him for some kind of employment, his sketch 

is more realistic. "He sketched hastily the stiff fig

ure in its abject garments, surmounted by that skull of 

famine." This, he can understand, because he can see 

the results. 

At the other extreme from Charles Upton in the Ger

man society is Hans von Gehring, the student who had 

submitted himself to a dreadful dualing wound across 

the cheek. Miss Porter portrays Hans as a more pitiful 

character than even the beggar and to Charles the plight 

of Hans is totally incomprehensible even though he knows 

it is real and it is dreadful: 

It rose from within in the mysterious place where 
Hans really lived, and it was amazing arrogance, 
pleasure, inexpressible vanity and self-satisfac
tion. . . . Charles thought. Why if I drew him 
without that look I should never have him at all. 

The vulgar caricature of pigs, the grotesque cupids, 

the fragil plaster tower, all symbolize the society 
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portrayed by Miss Porter. None of them is a great or a 

lovely work of art because the facets of mankind of 

which they are symbols are not great or lovely. 

In two of her widely-read novelettes, "Noon Wine" 

and "Pale Horse, Pale Rider," which both take their 

titles and main themes from folk songs, Miss Porter 

turns from sculpture to music. 

In "Noon Wine,"63 Mr. and Mrs. Thompson hear Mr. 

Helton play his one tune for nine years before Mr. Hatch 

explains the meaning of it. The direct relation of the 

"Scandahoovian" lyrics to the story is vague. Hatch 

says that the song is "about getting so gay you jus' go 

ahead and drink up all the likker you got on hand before 

noon." Nevertheless, the tune is an integral part of 

Mr. Helton and is used by Miss Porter to show his var

ious moods: his melancholy, his reverie, his leisure. 

And on two occasions, his harmonicas, the instruments 

used for his artistic expression, are the cause of 

violent outbursts. Mrs. Thompson observes him as he 

violently shakes her two boys. Mr. Thompson speaks to 

Helton about it and later explains to his wife: "He 

says them brats been fooling with his harmonicas, 

Ellie, blowing in them and getting them all dirty and 

full of spit and they don't play good." This display 
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prepares the reader for Mr. Hatch's revelation later that 

it was in a fit of anger over a lost harmonica that Mr. 

Helton had killed his brother: "Brother wouldn't buy 

him a new one, so Mr. Helton just ups, as I says, and 

runs his pitchfork through his brother." 

The tragedy of the folk song about a man who drinks 

up all his noon wine can be applied equally to each of 

the three main characters, and the repetition of the 

melody gives unity and continuity to an interesting 

study of the destruction of one who, blindly, for no 

cause or reason of his own, defends that which he knows 

is right against that which he knows is evil. 

Thus from the backwoodsy dairy farm, Miss Porter 

reveals the truth inherent in art, in the commonplace 

tune of some unknown poet or songwriter. Music is 

another form of that art which she believes is the 

truest expression of human life. 

Her use of music occurs in other stories as well. 

The Negro spiritual, type of tune affords a similar unity 

in fPale Horse, Pale Rider."64 In the opening scene of 

this novelette, Miranda, now grown and employed on a 

newspaper in Denver, experiences a dream in which she 

encounters Death: 
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The stranger rode beside her, easily, lightly, his 
reins loose in his half-closed hand, straight and 
elegant in dark shabby garments that flapped upon 
his bones; his pale face smiled in an evil trance, 
he did not glance at her. Ah, I have seen this 
fellow before, I know this man if I could place 
him. He is no stranger to me. 

She pulled Graylie up, rose in her stirrups 
and shouted, I'm not going with you this time--
ride on! 

Immediately the reader knows that the "lank greenish 

stranger" is Death and that his role is a major one in 

the story. The very mood of the title suggests lyrical 

poetry and would have been justified and sufficient 

without the later direct reference by the young couple 

to the spiritual by this name. 

With Miranda in the grip of influenza and Adam 

scheduled to go into combat overseas during World War 

I, the couple realizes the need for spiritual help. 

They fumble around with hymns and rote prayers and hap

pen upon the old Negro spiritual: "'Pale horse, pale 

rider, done taken my lover away. . .' Do you know that 

song?' Miranda asks." They recall that, in the song, 

Death has "done taken away Mammy, Pappy, brother, sis

ter, the whole family besides the lover." Then Miranda 

observes: "Death always leaves one singer to mourn." 

The reader of the novelette is not at all surprised 

that Miranda, and not Adam, is the one again to encounter 



60 

^ % Hfl̂ e ̂ icjier and again to emerge the one singer left 

%,Q mourn. ,The truth of the song, and the integral na

ture of folk|music and spirituals, especially in the 

South, |*eimphasizes the author's use of art In her fic

tion as that which remains when the ruins are cleared 

away* 

Several other artists and other small objets d'art 

are.used as symbols in Miss Porter's fiction. These 

just discussed seem to have the more important signifi

cances possibly because these significances can, with 

some degree of accuracy, be determined. The signifi

cance of the symbolism of other artists and art pieces, 

however, is not so readily seen and many leave un

answered questions. 

In "Mar£a ConcepcicSh," the archeologist Givens digs 

for small artifacts of a previous civilization. As one 

reads, one is led to ask: Are the remains of the older 

civilization being contrasted by Miss Porter with the 

basic elements of the current one? What of Lupe's 

practice of witchcraft? Is it a true art in the civili

zation in which it is practiced? Lupe is in many ways 

evil, but at the hearing she protects Mar£a Concepci^n 

from her accusers. In "Theft" the narrator and her 

friends are writers. Are they true artists? Their age, 
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somfewhere beyond youth, and their meaningless type of 

exlstencef seem to place them more in the role of artist 

than, say, the friends of the psuedo-artist in "That 

ff̂ eft," who were obviously play-acting at being artists 

and who gladly forfeited the role when the opportunities 

came. The movie makers in ?̂ Hacienda" may have considered 

themselves artists, or at least lovers of art. With 

strong sarcasm, Andreyev comments on the work of the 

national censors: "It has been astonishing to see how 

devoted all of them are to art."65 

If the music of "Pale Horse, Pale Rider" and "Noon 

Wine" is art, then why must we not consider the music of 

Braggioni in "Flowering Judas"? Perhaps in our concept 

of art as a symbol of that which is true in human re

lations we must include as art the singing of Braggioni 

and also that of the serenader to whom Laura throws a 

flower. However, these expressions of musical art are 

not worked into the theme of the story and seem to be 

no more than theatrical props in a south-of-the-border 

scenery. 

In "The Cracked Looking Glass"66 is mentioned an 

artist whom the reader sees only through the eyes of 

Mrs. O'Toole, whose sensitivity to art--to the truth 

of human life—is almost nil. Mrs. O'Toole delights 

iî  
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in exhibiting the art work of her young friend Renin, 

who could mix house paint and use a small brush to "put 

in all them fine lines" and come up with "the spittin' 

image of a cat I" If Kevin is a true artist and Mrs. 

O'Toole just fails to recognize it, the symbol would add 

impact to Miss Porter's appearance-versus-reality theme 

in this most popular of her Dubliner stories. 

H 
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She d<i|:» CONCLUSION 
,• !r'. 

To Katherine Anne Porter, the artistic creations of 

the human mind are valid only as they portray what is 

• • r ' * 

real in human relations. The true artist is held by 
Miss Porter to a pure fidelity of interpretation of 

memory and experience, regardless of medium. She be-
Poi 
lieves that the artist must function as a part of 

society and not as an appendage to it or as a mere 
^<* 

observer of it. Miss Porter believes that works of art 

are expressions of eternal truths of mankind and as 

such are permanent in their significance. These fun

damental beliefs held by Miss Porter are expressed in 

three ways: First, in her evaluation of literary art 

and artists, primarily in the critical essays included 

in The Days Before; second, in her own literary artis

try; and third, in the significance she gives the art

ist and his works of art as symbols in her fiction. 

In the critical articles. Miss Porter praises the 

realism and seriousness of Henry James; she subcon

sciously or unconsciously compares Katherine Mansfield's 

63 
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fidelity to e'jeperlence and memory with that of her ovm. 

She dogs not prefer the "cosmic" technique of Whitman, 

but she agrees with Forster's philosophy of art and re

ligion as th<̂  hopes of mankind, and she abhors the super

ficial sham of Gertrude Stein's showmanship. 

Long upheld by critics as the twentieth century's 

most accomplished writer of prose in America, Miss 

Porter is a perfectionist in form and order in her fic

tion. However, students of Miss Porter's writing are 

beginning to look not only at the form of her literary 

art but at the content of her material as well, and are 

beginning to discover in content an even more impres

sive fidelity to form—not to a literary form, per se 

but to the form, as it exemplifies the ways of human 

life. Recent studies, such as the book-length work, 

Katherine Anne Porter, by George Hendrick, delve deeper 

than ever before into the substance of Miss Porter's 

writings, not ignoring, but at least soft-pedaling, her 

masterful form and style. Miss Porter's recognition of 

this need is reflected in her own "Three Statements on 

Writing" in The Days Before, where she writes: 

My whole attempt has been to discover and under
stand human motives, human feelings, to make a 
distillation of what human relations and experi
ences my mind has been able to absorb. 
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Recognition of her accomplishment of this goal 

reached its height soon after the wide public acceptance 

of Ship of Fools in 1962. However, long before she had 

been conscious of her ambitions as an artist she did 

not hesitate, in an interview for the Texas Observer, 

to admit being one: "I'm one of the few living people 

not af3*aid to pronounce that word." 

By means of her own concept of her own role as an 

artist, in her critical writings of other artists, and 
* 

an abundance of artists and works of art in her fiction. 

Miss Porter has illustrated her own personal discovery 

that "the arts do live continuously," and that they are 

ultimately "what we find again when the ruins are cleared 

away." 
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