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A Lesson in the Garden of Good and Evil

Lisa Parker Dr. Marshall Bruce Gentry
English Major Faculty Sponsor

Flannery O’Connor’s second novel, The Violent Bear It Away,
revolves around a young boy named Tarwater. Throughout the novel,
Tarwater struggles to choose between the old domineering ways of his
backwoods, ignorant, great-uncle Mason Tarwater, and the more modern
ideology of his city dwelling, well educated, uncle George Rayber. After
Mason’s death, Tarwater may choose Mason’s prophetic interest and bap-
tize Rayber’s invalid son, Bishop, or choose Rayber’s secular path to per-
sonal freedom. The child’s name, the combination of “tar” and “water,”
acts as a physical representation of Tarwater’s alternatives. He can follow
the black, sticky path Mason’s skewed, overzealous religion has laid before
him, or he can try the clear, personal, refreshing freedom Rayber’s secular
beliefs may offer. O’Connor’s stories always have a religious agenda and
display O’Connor’s own devoutness. In effect, O’Connor’s readership
tends to apply a positive association to Christian characters. In this case,
however, Mason is associated with God, yet he is a negative character; like-
wise, Rayber is an atheist, yet his character is more positive. It is impor-
tant to note that here these associations are related to Mason and Rayber’s
influence of young Tarwater rather than an association meant to judge the
morality of the character. Tarwater’s story is one that encompasses more
than a religious choice: his dilemma is also very humanistic. Young
Tarwater is influenced by both modern and old-fashioned values alike.
O’Connor encourages this multiple-choice reading by making the religious
lines in this story hazy. It is not clear who is good and who is evil.
Ultimately, the reader is carried along with Tarwater on his journey as he,
and the reader, must decide whether Mason or Rayber is better for his well
being. The argument, then, is bounded by a religious read and a non-reli-
gious read. Since most critics focus on religion when discussing
O’Connor’s novels, it is necessary to explore the humanistic perspective.
Additionally, the non-religious discussion of the novel will focus on the
quality of influence on the young child by Mason and Rayber rather than
Tarwater’s final decision.

Tarwater’s choice is just as much a personal one as it is a spiritual
one. Most critics categorize Mason as a true prophet and Rayber as an
ineffectual scientist. Furthermore, they claim that Tarwater embraces his
fate, following Mason’s prophetic footsteps, when he baptizes Rayber’s son
Bishop. However, Bishop’s baptism is actually a murder and therefore
cannot be read as an act of God. Richard Giannone writes that “Tarwater
dedicates himself to God...” and that “...the mark on Tarwater’s head dis-
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tinguishes him as a person of God...” (151). O’Connor’s narrator, how-
ever, offers the audience a different insight into Tarwater's righteousness:
“In the darkest, most private part of his soul, hanging upsidedown like a
sleeping bat, was the certain, undeniable knowledge that he was not hun-
gry for the bread of life” (342). Giannone also writes, “[t]he headstrong
boy is too weak to be loved and too afraid to love...” until he is mentally
broken by the rape at the end of the novel (151). It is more likely that
Tarwater is incapable of being a prophet rather than he is incapablc of
being loved, for love is a human response. Furthermore, it is an emotion
that is both spiritual and intellectual, sacred and secular, and therefore,
could have been offered by either Mason or Rayber. However, only Rayber
offers anything close to love. In essence, young Tarwater is simply search-
ing for a way out of complete solitude; he has a strong desire to belong,
and that desire can be fulfilled with love. While Mason may think he is
offering the greatest love of all, through Christ, he actually provides
Tarwater with a skewed perspective of religion that will turn him away
from not only Mason but also from God.

O’Connor works carefully by giving Rayber and Mason positive
and negative qualities, respectively, to invert our typical associations within
her fiction. For example, Mason, who is a negative influence on the child,
is associated with God. O’Connor reinforces the inversion by portraying
Rayber as a positive influence, a good father figure with a positive personal
religion. O’Connor appropriately tags Mason with a negative presence,
even a satanic one, and portrays him as a bad influence on young Tarwater
by making him a failed father figure and equipping him with a negative
and manipulating religious agenda. That is not to say that O’Connor
approves of Rayber’s secular vision, but Mason’s approach has left a bad
taste for God on young Tarwater’s spiritual palate. It cannot be easily .
argued that O’Connor supported an atheist and damned a Christian, but it
an be argued that Mason’s atrocious and violent “Truth” is more damag-
ing, in every way, than Rayber’s. As a result, Rayber is the best alternative
for the child’s well-being.

Mason Tarwater’s “strange and terrifying” (343) religion has
ruined any aspirations Tarwater had of becoming a true prophet, thus, also
tinting his hopes of belonging to Jesus. Mason’s zeal has enlightened
Tarwater but not in the way Mason had hoped. Tarwater has come to
believe that Mason’s command to baptize Bishop is a trick: “The school-
teacher was no more than a decoy the old man had set up to lure him to
the city to do his unfinished business” (387). Tarwater is sadly disappoint-
ed that his great-uncle has instilled hatred for his uncle in him on the
grounds of revenge. This betrayal destroys Tarwater’s faith in Mgson.and
bis supposed employer, Jesus. Mason’s failure, though, is appropriate if he
1S read as a falsc prophet.
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But will young Tarwater be able to decipher between good and evil now
that his perception has been polluted by old Tarwater’s skewed perspec-
tives?

Mason Tarwater’s death releases young Tarwater into the
metaphorical middle of the forked tree both he and Rayber encounter on
Mason’s land making the metaphor a reality. One trunk symbolizes Mason
Tarwater’s religious fervor and the other Rayber’s atheistic indifference:
“He stopped with a hand on either trunk, he lcaned forward through the
fork and looked out at an expanse of crimson sky” (474). The crimson
sky is appropriate because red is associated with heat, symbolizing the burn
Mason’s pressure has left on Tarwater even posthumously. It is a strong
color that conjures up a range of secemingly conflicting emotions from pas-
sionate love to violence and warfare. Red is representative of both passion
and the Devil. His hands touching both sides of the tree symbolize the
physical lingering of Mason’s ranting and the newfound opportunity avail-
able in Rayber. “The boy would go either his way or old Tarwater’s and
he was determined to save him for the better course. Although Tarwater
clhimed to believe nothing the old man had taught him, Rayber could see
clearly that there was still a backdrag of belief and fear in him keeping his
responses locked” (402). When Tarwater first meets Rayber after Mason’s
death, “he began to feel that he was only just now meeting himself, as if as
long as his uncle [Mason] had lived, he had been deprived of his own
Aquaintance™ (353). So it is Rayber, not Mason, who offers Tarwater
freedom and a more loving environment. Although Mason claimed that
salvation provided freedom and love, he was wrong—his methods were
00 controlling.

While most criticism defends Mason and labels him as a true
Prophet, the reader cannot casily trust or sympathize with Mason because
he is negative and violent towards young Tarwater. Sympathy is difficult
since Mason’s treatment of Tarwater is akin to the abuse a sadistic father
would give to his son. Mason’s abuse is often inspired by Tarwater’s occa-
sional rationality, especially when it disproves his great-uncle’s uncompro-
mising agenda. This first item on Mason’s to-do list requires Tarx.v;%ter.to
Provide Mason with a proper burial. Mason lcaves Tarwater explicit direc-
Fi0ns on how to dispose of his body when he is gone. In doing so,'he sub-
Jects Tarwater to inappropriate situations, such as the boy seeing his rela-
tive sitting in his own coffin. When Tarwater reminds Mason that “The.
dead don’t bother with particulars,” speaking of the way in which he will
be buried, Mason “grab[s] the front of his overalls and pull[s] him up
against the side of the box and glare[s] into his pale face. “The world was
Made for the dead,” he growls, “and he release[s] him with a lat}gh”
(339). Though Tarwater only shows a “slight quiver” his defensive words
Make clear he feels attacked: “The schoolteacher is my uncle. The only
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blood connection with good sense I’ll have and a living man and if I want-
ed to go to him, I’d go” (339). Sadly, Tarwater uses the same revengeful
manipulation that Mason has used against him. Tarwater knows mention-
ing anything positive about Rayber will threaten Mason’s plan. Mason
needs Tarwater to complete his task of baptizing Bishop against Rayber’s
wishes when he is gone, a task that cannot be completed if Tarwater likes
Rayber.

Mason’s intention was to raise a prophet, but that intention was
generated by the desire to revenge Rayber, not by devoutness to God, or
most importantly, not because of his love for Tarwater:

His uncle never seemed to be aware of the importance of the
way he had been born, only of how he had been born again.
He would often ask him why he thought the Lord had res-
cued him out of the womb of a whore and let him see the
light of day at all, and then why, having done it once, He
had gone and done it again, allowing him to be baptized by
his great-uncle into the death of Christ, and then having
done it twice, gone on and done it a third time, allowing him
to be rescued by his great-uncle from the schoolteacher and
brought to the backwoods and given a chance to be brought
up according to the truth. It was because, his uncle said, the
Lord meant him to be trained for a prophet, even though he

was a bastard, and to take his great-uncle’s place when he
died (356).

Mason’s uncaring ways are, at least, consistent; he took the child by force
without caring about Tarwater’s family. After Mason discovers that Rayber
has blasphemed his prophetic calling by saying that “he called himself”
{341), he decides to kidnap the child and brainwash him into completing
his mission, which is to baptize Bishop against his father’s wishes. Mason’s
influence becomes negative when he no longer cares about Tarwater’s
well-being. Once he is in control of Tarwater, he takes no interest in his
person, abilities, wants or desires. So, Rayber is correct when he tells
Tarwater that “old men are selfish. You got to expect the least out of
them” (356). When Mason begins to feel that he is losing his power over
Tarwater “he would wander into the woods and leave Tarwater alone in
the clearing, occasionally for days, while he thrashed out his peace with the
Lord” (334, emphasis added). Mason’s physical abandonment parallels his
emotional abandonment of the boy.

Mason exploits Tarwater’s unfortunate past, such as his parent’s
abandonment of him, in order to make the child dependent on God, and
on Mason as a narrator of God’s will. However, Mason schools Tarwatcr
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as a replacement for himself, thus offering Tarwater nothing outside of his
skewed direction. Mason positions himself as Tarwater’s savior, claiming,
“you were born into bondage and baptized into freedom” (342). Mason
considers himself a liberator because he is the one who baptized Tarwater;
notice that Mason gives no credit to God. However, Mason’s freedom
fosters “not a constructive independence but one that was irrational, back-
woods, and ignorant” (393). Thus, Mason’s freedom is false; he makes
Tarwater think that being a prophet will frec him but really, it will only
enslave him to Mason’s tradition. Mason’s corrupt manipulation inflicted
on Tarwater what Rayber calls a “false guilt” (463). Mason tries to
encourage Tarwater’s cooperation by making him feel guilty, but Tarwater
feels indifferent to Mason’s belief because he hasn’t experienced any bene-
fit. Instead, “the child would feel a sullenness...a slow warm rising resent-
ment that his freedom had to be connected with Jesus and that Jesus had
t0 be the Lord” (342). Since Tarwater only knows Mason’s version of
Jesus, he has no way of knowing if it is true or not. So he resents his free-
dom, Mason, and Jesus in one sweeping breath. His encounter with reli-
gious freedom will later ruin his chances of individual freedom, which
Rayber can offer him. Who can blame the boy for not wanting to accept
another version of freedom when the first one turns out to be more
enslaving than iron shackles? Thus, Mason’s negativity has actually turned
Tarwater away from religion. Tarwater is just as much afraid of Mason’s
teligion as he is afraid of him. But, of course, O’Connor must have an .
opposing force. To parallel Mason’s abusive, controlling, violent, and sti-
fling fatherhood, she introduces Rayber.

Rayber is sympathetic, understanding, gentle, and giving. Rayber,
much like Tarwater, must work to resist the old man’s psychological dam-
4ge. Rayber’s sympathy is intensified by his own experience with the
Wicked ways of old Tarwater, and his empathy is strong enough to outlast
young Tarwater’s defiant attitude. Rayber’s father-like treatment of
Tarwater is perhaps the best example of his positive influence. He knows
hOW lucky Tarwater is to have escaped “out from under the old man” and
s delighted to offer him “a chance to develop into a useful man, a chance
10 use [his] talents, to do what [he] want[s] to do and not what he

ason | wanted—whatever idiocy it was” (389). Rayber’s desire to fix

TarWater’s broken mindset is just as strong as old Tarwater’s desire to keep
. However, the question is not who wants Tarwater’s devotion more, but
Who is a better provider, both emotionally and physically, for the child.

Arwater receives from Rayber more love in one sentence than he ever
®Xperienced from Mason when Rayber offers to his nephew what he does
t0 his own son Bishop: “‘All the things that I would do for him. . .I’ll do
for you,” he said. . . ‘I’m so glad to have you here’” (389). Inavery
fatherly scene, Rayber sits “by the side of the bed where, still dr essed, the
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boy had fallen. He had sat there, his eyes shining, like a man who sits
before a treasure he is not yet convinced is real” (391). Rayber conveys
excitement that Mason is incapable of feeling: “He had realized with an
intense stab of joy that his nephew looked enough like him to be his son”
(391). Tarwater is still blackened from Mason’s impression, though, and
rejects Rayber’s love. However, Rayber practices unconditional love and
remains determined to soften the boy. He even tells him ““Listen, listen
Frankie, you’re not alone any more. You have a friend. You have more
than a friend now.” He swallowed. ‘You have a father’” (397). Rayber
encourages Tarwater to talk about his troubles and offers to share his bur-
den. He tells Tarwater “You need to be saved right here and now from the
old man and everything he stands for. And I’m the one who can save you”
(438, emphasis added). This is probably Rayber’s worst mistake. The
word ‘save’ scares Tarwater so badly that “he threw himself out of the
boat and swam away” (439). Tarwater recalls the agony of being saved,
and does not trust Rayber to free him or to save him.

Mason and Rayber offer two very different saviors. Rayber’s idc-
ology is not defined in terms of Christianity or any religion for that matter.
Rather, his belief system revolves around his own will power. Rayber tells
Mason, “I’ve straightened the tangle you made. Straightened it by pure
will power. I’ve made myself straight” (377). Just as with Tarwater,
Mason’s bad seed has warped Rayber’s spiritual growth. Rather, Rayber
“settled on a rational” approach to life and relies on “the great dignity of
man” to save him. While this may be problematic, Rayber and Tarwater’s
perception of rcligion has been so horribly altered that neither of them
could have a successful relationship with Jesus, not because they cannot be
loved, or because they cannot Jove, but because they both associate reli-
gion with Mason, not Jesus. Rayber identifies with Tarwater and tries to
make Mason’s influence a common thread between them: “‘I remember
the first time I ever saw him,” he said, ‘I was six or seven. I was out in the
vard playing and all of a sudden I felt something between me and the sun.
Him’” (436). If Mason was supposed to be read as a good character, he
would be associated with light, not darkness. Rayber continues: ““I looked
up and there he was, those mad fish-colored eyes looking down at me™’
(436). Again, we can tell a lot about Mason by his associations: the eyes
arc read as a window to the soul, and Mason’s are not clear. Rayber says,
“‘Do you know what he said to me—a scven year old child?’ . . . ‘Listen
boy,” he said, ‘the Lord Jesus Christ sent me to find you. You have to be
born again.’” The narrator then reports that “He laughed, glaring at the
boy with his furious blistered-looking cyes” (436, emphasis added). Like
Tarwater, Rayber, as a young child, buys Mason’s sales pitch:
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He proclaimed from the midst of his fury that he would

see the sun burst in blood and fire and while he raged and
waited, it rose every morning, calm and contained [...] as if
not only the world, but the Lord Himself had failed to hear
the prophet’s message [....] His own blood had been burned
dry [...] (332).

Mason is heavily associated with fire and the color red. When the symbol-
ism is coupled with his violent and vindictive personality, Mason becomes
more of an evil presence than a Godly one. Because of his schooling,
Tarwater “expected to see wheels of fire in the eyes of unearthly beasts.
He had expected this to happen as soon as his great-uncle died” (343).
Mason is said to have eyes covered in “a net of red threads” and “one
square red hand,” which resembles a hoof-like body part, an idea associat-
ed with the Devil. It is because of Mason’s devilish attitude that Tarwater
“felt a terrible disappointment” and “a dread that it was true” (342).
O’Connor forces the reader to doubt Mason’s credibility as a true prophet
on the first page of her novel. In the second paragraph she provokes
doubt again by making Mason’s relationship to Tarwater unknown: “The
old man had been Tarwater’s great-uncle, or said he was” (331). The
audience is not sure if he is believable or not. Again O’Connor uses doubt
in the old man’s self-proclamation “who said he was a prophet” (332).
Rayber is able to punish Mason for his abuse by publicly casting him out
of the prophetic in an article he publishes about Mason. Mason feels
betrayed when he learns that his stay with Rayber was actually an attempt
to collect psychological data on Mason for Rayber’s article. Rayber pub-
lishes and flaunts the article. Mason reads, “this fixation of being called by
the Lord had its origin in security. He needed assurance of a call and so
he called himsclf. . . .When the old man looked up, the schoolteacher
smiled” (378), probably because he knew he had psychoanalyzed old
Tarwater correctly and also because he had successfully punished him for
his control over Rayber as a child. Masons reaction to the embarrassment
is severe:

For the length of a minute, he [Mason] could not move. He
felt he was tied hand and foot inside the school teacher’s
head, a space as bare and neat as the cell in the asylum, and
was shrinking, drying up to fit it. His eyeballs swerved from
side to side as if he were pinned in a strait jacket again.
Jonah, Ezekiel, Daniel, he was at that moment all of them—
the swallowed, the lowered, the enclosed (378).
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Rayber’s God-like qualities are manifested in his good works, however,
more so than his ability to cast Satan-like Mason out of his elitist thinking.

The most convincing proof that Rayber is associated with God is
the fact that he sacrifices Bishop, his only son. Perhaps this is because
“Bishop looked like the old man grown backwards” (400). When Rayber
takes the boys to the hotel with the lake, he is subconsciously aware that
Bishop will drown in his baptism and the prophecy will be fulfilled. As the
tension builds between Tarwater and Rayber the reader feels the pressure.
O’Connor’s skillful use of foreshadowing adds to the intensity. The lady
who works the desk warns Rayber “but anybody gets drowned, that’s their
lookout” (426). She also warns Tarwater, “Whatever devil’s work you
mean to do, don’t do it here” (427). It is as if she knows who has sent
Tarwater to baptize the child, and it is Mason’s plot she calls “devil’s
work” (427). On the opposite side, Rayber is described in a more positive
light, even though his spiritual being may be as dark as night.

Rayber is said to have “outraged righteousness” when he comes to
rescue Tarwater. The most telling section though is when O’Connor
describes, “both their faces,” Rayber’s and his wife’s, “were scratched and
bleeding from thorn bushes” (333, emphasis added). It is quite difficult
to argue that blood on the face as caused by thorns is not a reference to
Jesus, and thus, a positive association for Rayber, but critics do it more
often than one would think.

Preston Browning’s quote is a perfect representation of the usual
interpretation of O’Connor’s novel: “the only righteous persons discov-
ered here are old Mason Tarwater and his great-nephew Francis Tarwater
and they are indeed violent, though not, I think, totally insane as a num-
ber of critics . . . would have us believe” (73). Miles Orvell supports that
Browning’s “pro-Mason” reading is not the only one possible:

.. .O’Connor is willing to let the reader . . . entertain some
doubt as to [Mason’s] authority. . . and it is a successtul
strategy, forcing the reader to hold in abeyance his judgment
and letting the emerging conflict within Tarwater between
his great uncle and Rayber gain in intensity before the read-
er’s own commitment is made (103).

Orvell’s interpretation offers more flexibility than Broxvqing’s as it
at least allows the reader to doubt the prophet. Orvell is correct in com-
Paring Tarwater’s choice to our own. Tarwater’s choice is far more com-
Plex than the reader’s yet strangely similar because he is essentially choos—.
i“g between God and the devil, between good and evil. The rcadc.r, t0f>, is
choosing between Rayber and Mason, who represent good and flV.ll. 'Il}e
choice berween good and evil is where most of the religious criticism of
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The Violent Bear It Away hovers. However, it is not sufficient to arguc for
religion or against religion; we must arguc for Tarwater or against
Tarwater. One path will lead to his destruction, while the other one will
lead to his salvation, whether it be spiritual or not. Richard Giannone
agrees: “If we consider only the supernatural origin of the prophet’s word,
we miss the very human person and predicament that are the stuff of
O’Connor’s art” (119). O’Connor “offers us a multiple choice in inter-
pretation of character.. . .Tarwater can be scen in various lights as a harm-
less relic of a lost age, as a madman, or as a true prophet called of God”
(Walters 93-94). Therefore, the interpretation becomes quite problematic:
how can one find evidence that Mason is indeed called by God? Only by
faith can readers believe this interpretation.  Preston Browning agrees:

.. .nowhere does she [O’Connor] suggest that all men either
do or should possess that inclination toward religious faith
with the intensity and ferocity of some of her driven, half-
crazed protagonists. . . . and though Miss O’Connor admit-
ted that she considered him [Mason] the hero of [the work]
and that she was ‘right behind him 100 percent[,]” I find
nothing in the novel or in her statements about it which
implies that she intended him to be taken as the model of the
Christian life (87).

(’Connor says she “wanted to get across the fact that the great Uncle is
the Christian—a sort of crypto-Catholic—and that the school teacher is
the typical modern man. The boy has to choose which one, which way, he
wants to follow. It’s a matter of vocation” (qtd. in Walters 94).

Critics argue that this story is not about the human predicament,
but that it is about prophets, and both Mason and Tarwater are prophets.
The basis for such an argument, for critics like Orvell, is that Tarwater ful-
fills the prophecy when he baptizes Bishop. However, it is very possible,
and at the same time debatable, that Tarwater intended to drown, not
baptize the child. Tarwater cxecutes the physical rights of the baptism but
drowns Bishop without the verbal ceremony Mason has taught him. In
fact, O’Connor shows Tarwater in a complete struggle not to utter the
words, for it is then that the prophecy will be fulfilled. It is not until
much later that Tarwater blurts out the ceremonial baptism.
Consequently, Bishop’s murder symbolizes Tarwater’s choice to drown the
suffocating influence of Mason Tarwater. Yet, Tarwater’s psychological
damage is so vast and so deeply rooted that he must say those words. He
tries to hold them down but he has been trained since he can remember to
complete Mason’s work. His choice is one that cannot change his path.
Sadly, Tarwater ultimately loscs to what he had desperately fought against.
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A religious interpretation of this novel, which would label Mason
and young Tarwater as prophets of God, provides no insight into the
analysis of Tarwater’s character because Tarwater’s choice is more personal
than religious. This story is not about the search for God or faith or truth
or salvation. It is about a search for self and Tarwater needs help in this
scarch; he must decide who can help him more, Rayber or Mason.
O’Connor masks her familial plot in a religious one making it seem all to
similar to her other work. However, her message here is much different
than any of her other stories. In this case, Tarwater’s choice between
Mason and Rayber is a life choice for his physical well-being, since Mason
has already corrupted his spiritual condition. This call to disregard the
religious agenda of O’Connor may come as a shock to traditional critics.
However, modern readers tend to pity Tarwater and despise Mason’s
dominance. The only character left to favor, then, is Rayber:

[He] seems to [be a representation] of the classic, now
almost mythic growing up stories of the modern age: the
story of the sensitive youth who repudiates, usually with con-
siderable emotional anguish, what he considers to be the old-
fashioned religious illusion, piety, and prejudice of his family
and hometown congregation and grows up into freedom and
knowledge and commitment of a very different sort
(Stephens 101).

Stephens is right about Rayber, but she should have included Tarwater and
the modern reader in this statement as well. .
From a modern reader’s perspective, modern in the terms .Of reli-
glous freedoms at least, it is amazing that O’Connor was able to wrltf:
with the pen of her own Catholic history while appealing to a venturing
Spirituality, one that cries for freedom and knowledge through th; removal
of traditional ink. Her ability to transcend time with her writing is proven
i that The Violent Bear it Away has the amazing potential to simultane-
ously appeal to both traditional and modern readers, just as Tarwater’s
choice is bounded by Mason’s traditions and Rayber’s moderx'lit}f. To sug-
gest that Mason’s mad ways are excused because of his Christianity would
lend justification to any abuser who has set foot in a church. To me, the
boy’s choice is like choosing between tar and water—there’s only one clear
alternative.
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