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’Connor’s interpreters have often viewed her characters’ physical deformities 
as an index of their spiritual deformities, a reading that tallies with her 

comment that the grotesque was meant to assist “almost-blind” modern readers 
who suffered from a sort of moral myopia (MM 34). From this perspective the 

function of the grotesque is decidedly negative: it measures, by degrees of distortion 
and monstrosity, how far her characters remain apart from spiritual wholeness. Recent 
scholarship, however, has emphasized O’Connor’s deeply positive understanding of the 
grotesque in which the prospect of renewal is present even—and sometimes especially—in 
the ugliest, most deformed human bodies.1 In this view, as Christina Lake argues in her 
study of O’Connor’s “incarnational art” (12), the essential goodness of the body stems 
from the Incarnation itself, from the Word becoming flesh and assuming a physical 
presence in the world. For O’Connor, the event of the Incarnation means that matter 
matters; it also means that the deformed or grotesque body, in its resemblance to the 
broken body of Christ, has redemptive potential. “Incarnational art,” Lake writes, “insists 
on the broken and limited human body as its starting point—the acknowledgment of 
which is the only means to spiritual growth. O’Connor believed that the only way to 
give that body a real presence is to make it grotesque” (12). 

Rather than approaching O’Connor’s “positive” grotesque through the lens of her 
Catholicism, as many critics have done, this essay sets her alongside another writer, 
Fyodor Dostoevsky, whose fiction contains a similarly “incarnational” vision of art. Like 
O’Connor, Dostoevsky places religious concerns squarely at the center of his fiction; deals 
with extremes of belief and unbelief, the holy and the demonic, and the sacred and the 
profane–and, as I will try to show, employs a strikingly similar use of the grotesque that 
is at once affirmative, unsettling, and redemptive. I argue that many of their grotesque 
characters, far from standing exclusively as objects of disgust or repulsion, are often sources 
of renewal. What at first glance appears ugly, deformed, or worthless may, in fact, be 
redemptive. I pair Crime and Punishment (1866), a text that is particularly concerned with 
suffering, death, and renewal, with “Revelation” and “Parker’s Back,” two stories containing 
instances of O’Connor’s positive grotesque at work.

As “a great reader of Dostoevsky,” in the words of Norman McMillan (16), O’Connor 
owned many of his novels, including a Garnett translation of Crime and Punishment, and 
mentioned him in a number of letters and essays (Kinney 154). In addition, a few critics 
have linked his atheists, especially Ivan Karamazov, to the “innerleckshuls” that populate 
her fiction,2 while others have examined ways in which his “saintly” characters, especially 
Zosima and Myshkin, represent O’Connor’s ethical ideals.3 In spite of these biographical 
details and critical remarks, however, there is no way of knowing what O’Connor really 
thought about Dostoevsky. In raising this comparison I assume, as most critics have 
assumed,4 that Dostoevsky did not influence O’Connor directly but rather that a number 
of shared concerns—especially their use of the grotesque—are borne out in their fiction. The 
principle aim of this essay, then, is to trace a genealogy of the grotesque from Dostoevsky, 
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the Russian realist, to O’Connor, the modern southerner, in order to explore the strange 
confluence of violence, suffering, and renewal in their fiction.

I want to begin by highlighting a shared tendency among both O’Connor’s and 
Dostoevsky’s readers, whose responses often swing between an emphasis on the religious 
and the demonic. A perennial point of disagreement, for instance, concerns whether 
O’Connor’s own account of her fiction, specifically her emphasis on the Incarnation, 
is consistent with what actually happens to her characters. Many readers, myself 
included, have wondered whether the grandmother really benefits from a shotgun blast 
to the chest. For O’Connor, the Incarnation not only stressed the reality of human 
embodiment and limitation; it also justified the presence of the jarring, often extreme 
violence in her fiction. “One of the bracing first principles of O’Connor’s work,” writes 
John D. Sykes, Jr., “is that suffering is good, not evil, as long as that suffering is identified 
with the redemptive suffering of Christ” (42). For readers antagonistic to or skeptical of 
O’Connor’s professed sacramentalism—John Hawkes, Martha Stephens, and Josephine 
Hendin come to mind—the pervasive violence in her fiction seems senseless at best 
and sadistic at worst. Critics and readers will surely keep debating whether O’Connor’s 
fiction is truly incarnational or Manichean, hopeful or hurtful.

A similar polarity characterizes critical responses to Dostoevsky’s fiction. Do his novels 
affirm Christianity or atheism? Are they novels of hope or despair? Does Dostoevsky love 
or hate his characters? These questions, which have been asked repeatedly since the mid-
nineteenth century, remain unsettled.5 Like O’Connor, Dostoevsky was a devout believer 
who affirmed his faith in letters and essays. But even these affirmations are uncertain. 
In a famous letter to Natalya Fonvizina, the woman who gave him a copy of the New 
Testament before his Siberian imprisonment, he writes of his passion for Christ in spite 
of extreme doubt: “I will tell you that I am a child of the century, a child of disbelief and 
doubt, I am that today and (I know it) will remain so until the grave. . . . [I]f someone 
proved to me that Christ is outside the truth, and that in reality the truth were outside 
of Christ, then I should prefer to remain with Christ rather than with the truth” (qtd. in 
Frank, Years of Ordeal 160). For some, Dostoevsky’s choice to “remain with Christ rather 
than with the truth” offers proof of a courageous faith; for others, it is surefire evidence 
of his unbelief. One thing that his ambiguous statement does make clear is the importance 
that Dostoevsky placed on Christ—not merely as an abstract ideal but, just the opposite, as 
the God-man who came into the physical world. Prince Myshkin in The Idiot, the Christ of 
Ivan’s “poem” “The Grand Inquisitor,” and the Marmeladovs in Crime and Punishment are 
only a few examples that reflect the centrality of the Incarnation in Dostoevsky’s fiction.

Dostoevsky also earnestly hoped that these religious convictions would appear 
convincingly in his novels. Perhaps most famously, he wrote to his editors during the 
composition of The Brothers Karamazov that Ivan’s powerful diatribe—the famous 
“Rebellion” and “The Legend of the Grand Inquisitor” chapters—would be “refuted” by 
Zosima in the next section.6 Many readers sympathetic to Christianity, or to Orthodoxy in 
particular, have pointed to this and other examples as evidence that Dostoevsky’s fiction, 
for all its contradiction and intensity, ultimately bespeaks a Christian message.7 On the 
other hand, of course, the affirmations of faith in Dostoevsky’s fiction are challenged by a 
mutinous group of atheists, rebels, and skeptics who express radical doubt and even despair. 
Moreover, many of the most fervent believers in his fiction—those characters with whom 
Dostoevsky presumably placed his sympathy—suffer imprisonment (Dmitri Karamazov), 
prostitution (Sonia Marmeladov), madness (Prince Myshkin), and even death (Ivan Shatov). 
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“If Dostoevsky is proselytizing the joys of Christian belief,” writes Carol Appolonio, 
“he is not doing it by direct marketing” (24). As a result, readers including Camus and 
D. H. Lawrence have declared that Dostoevsky’s atheists overwhelm his believers: Ivan 
Karamazov, not Alyosha, ultimately wins the day. In this reading Dostoevsky, like Blake’s 
Milton and Hawkes’s O’Connor, is a member of the devil’s party without knowing it.

To some extent these wildly divergent assessments reproduce the double vision that 
pervades O’Connor’s and Dostoevsky’s fiction, in which an infernal mood alternates 
with the numinous, sordid material appears alongside poignant scenes of compassion, 
and characters oscillate from the angelic to the demonic. Stanley Hyman identified this 
polarity nearly fifty years ago: “As a fiction-writing theologian, [O’Connor] seems the 
most radical Christian dualist since Dostoevski” (97). Comments like these drive a wedge 
between the “orthodox” O’Connor, whose fiction follows neatly from her extra-literary 
statements, and the “demonic” O’Connor, whose fiction subverts her faith at every turn. 
What I want to suggest is that, as Anthony Di Renzo has argued in his study on O’Connor 
and the medieval grotesque, there is no choosing between the “orthodox” O’Connor 
(or Dostoevsky) and the “demonic” one, because the ostensible polarity in her fiction is 
actually a dialectic. Di Renzo makes this point in relation to Hawkes, who insisted that 
O’Connor’s fiction is either demonic or angelic:

Hawkes implies that O’Connor’s demonic humor sabotages her serious religious 
themes; but he never realizes that her religious themes themselves are not serious but 
humorous . . . . We hear two kinds of laughter at once, not one; and both are equally 
important. That is why all attempts to interpret O’Connor exclusively along either 
secular or orthodox lines fail. They ignore the complicated interplay of laughter in her 
work. (147-48) 

While Di Renzo frames this dichotomy in terms of laughter, these divisions also 
include belief and unbelief, death and renewal, and spirit and matter. Just as Hazel Motes 
proclaims that “The only way to the truth is through blasphemy . . .” (WB 148), so too 
does O’Connor sometimes suggest that the way to holiness is through degradation. 

The grotesque, especially Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of the term, becomes essential in 
this context because it enables the dialectic mentioned above. Bakhtin defines the essential 
principle of grotesque realism as “degradation, that is, the lowering of all that is high, 
spiritual, ideal, abstract; it is a transfer to the material level, to the sphere of earth and body 
in their indissoluble unity” (Rabelais 25). The grotesque allowed O’Connor and Dostoevsky 
to conflate the material and the ideal, the “high” and the “low.” Carson McCullers had 
precisely this type of creative tension in mind when she provocatively claimed that, by 
infusing “the whole soul of man with a materialistic detail,” the modern southern tradition 
was the “progeny” of the Russian realists (252). What set O’Connor apart from McCullers 
(and probably the rest of her southern peers) was her profoundly incarnational sensibility, 
an impulse that O’Connor shared with Dostoevsky and, less obviously, with Bakhtin as 
well.

Bakhtin’s theories of grotesque realism and dialogism have been put to good use in 
O’Connor studies (Donahoo 248-49). Most discussions of the positive grotesque, including 
Gentry’s, Di Renzo’s, and Lake’s, employ Bakhtin. What has remained implicit, however, 
is Bakhtin’s own incarnational emphasis.8 Though he was not in a position to write openly 
about religion, writing as he was under the Soviet censors, the language of Rabelais and His 
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World and elsewhere resonates with what Ruth Coates has called “incarnational motifs” 
(131). Here are a few examples: “[A]ll . . . forms of grotesque realism degrade, bring down 
to earth, turn their subject into flesh” (Bakhtin, Rabelais 20, my emphasis). And again: “If 
the image [the scatological image in Rabelais] is applied to the gloomy, disincarnated 
medieval truth, it symbolizes bringing it ‘down to earth’ through laughter” (Rabelais 176, 
my emphasis). “All of these explicit references to the Incarnation,” writes Coates, “are 
part of Bakhtin’s larger crusade against negative attitudes to the body generally” (133). 
The references are also part of the insistence, within Eastern Orthodoxy, that matter—all 
matter—is potentially divine (Lock 70). 

While O’Connor did not read Bakhtin, the “incarnational motifs” that pervade his 
work offer another useful link between Dostoevsky, who wrote within the same Orthodox 
tradition, and O’Connor, whose sacramental vision likewise stressed the holiness of matter. 
Both traditions ultimately extend back to the medieval folk heritage of laughter, carnival, 
and corporeality that Di Renzo documents so well. His insight about the role of Christ 
in O’Connor’s fiction is equally applicable to Dostoevsky’s: “[T]he figure of Christ is the 
ideal behind O’Connor’s special satire—an ideal, however, that must be degraded as well as 
exalted if it is ever to be a living presence in the physical world” (15). 

In what follows, I link O’Connor’s deployment of the grotesque in “Revelation” and 
“Parker’s Back” to Dostoevsky’s, who often places the source of redemption in his most 
grotesque, downtrodden characters. Raskolnikov’s renewal—insofar as he experiences 
one9—depends largely upon the Marmeladovs, that wretched and pathetically comical 
unit that includes the drunkard husband Semyon, the consumptive mother Katerina 
Ivanovna, and the saintly prostitute Sonia. In “Dostoevskian Vision in Flannery 
O’Connor’s ‘Revelation,’” McMillan suggests that O’Connor was particularly drawn to 
Dostoevsky when she wrote the story in the summer of 1963.10 While there is no way 
of knowing if she had his novel in mind, of course, Marmeladov’s and Ruby’s visions 
share striking affinities and offer a useful entry point into a discussion of O’Connor’s 
and Dostoevsky’s positive grotesque. 

Wart Hogs and Revelations

After his first visit with the pawnbroker, Raskolnikov ducks into a tavern and finds 
Marmeladov, a down-and-out drunkard who has “nowhere to go,” “no one to go to” 
(Crime 1.2, 17).11 The burly, red-faced man is bloated from five days of ceaseless drinking 
and filthy from sleeping on a hay barge on the Neva. His appearance, obviously grotesque, 
reveals a face “bloated from continual drinking, which was of a yellow, even greenish, 
tinge, with swollen eyelids, out of which keen, reddish eyes gleamed like little chinks” (1.2, 
15). In spite of his sallow, ramshackle appearance, Marmeladov speaks in an elevated style 
that becomes even more ridiculous when he talks about his life. He admits that alcohol has 
ruined his family. In order to fund his drinking habit, Marmeladov sells his wife’s stockings 
while his beloved daughter, Sonia, is forced to take the yellow ticket of prostitution. 

Though Marmeladov is a lost soul, he is also a clown. The chaotic disappearance 
of the family possessions, all bargained for booze, injects a humorous disorder into his 
efforts to give a coherent account of himself. All of these details that he divulges without 
stint, even with a hint of pride, make him the object of mockery in the tavern. But unlike 
the scoffing crowd, Marmeladov himself shows a measure of sensitivity, immediately 
reading some trouble in Raskolnikov’s face. Even as he acknowledges his own degraded 
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status, Marmeladov sees in the young student someone to whom, perhaps, he can provide 
comfort. Marmeladov’s parody of Christ, his riotous degradation of the divine, stamps an 
indelible mark on Raskolnikov’s conscience.

“Behold the man,” he exclaims (Crime 1.2, 15), quoting the words of Pontius Pilate 
before he delivered Christ up to be crucified (John 19:5). At the very mention of this 
divine model Marmeladov, as if aware of his own unworthiness, berates himself: “I have 
the semblance of a beast . . . . I am a beast by nature!” (Crime 1.2, 15). Striving to approach 
Christ, he imitates the proclamatory style, interweaving biblical quotations with his own 
speech; he shapes all his words in the hope of ultimately being heard, understood, and 
forgiven. Marmeladov is so attuned to this highest voice that he envisions Christ present 
in the room and begins an impersonation: 

He will come in that day and He will ask: “Where is the daughter who gave herself for 
her cross, consumptive stepmother and for the little children of another? Where is the 
daughter who had pity upon the filthy drunkard, her earthly father, undismayed by 
his beastliness?” . . . And he will forgive my Sonia. (1.2, 26)

This moment, as with so many others in Dostoevsky’s fiction, contains what Bakhtin 
called the “double-voiced” word (Problems 198): Marmeladov recasts the words of another—
Christ—in a radically different context. By taking on Christ’s words he transforms the message 
from a solemn liturgy into his own milieu of destitute, humiliated people. Diane Thompson 
suggests that this strategy “is consonant with Dostoevsky’s poetics and his extraordinarily 
powerful feeling for the Incarnation. . . . This carnivalised situation is in complete accord 
with the Christian spirit; Christ lived among the lowest classes, mingling with sinners, social 
outcasts, the poor, the downtrodden and humiliated” (71-72). The Word can be formed 
within degradation, laughter, and ignominy—even in the seedy corner of a Petersburg bar.

In his highest moment of intensity and eloquence, Marmeladov’s speech culminates 
in a vision of the Last Judgment when, as he puts it, “God will call forth the blessed to be 
with him in Paradise” (Crime 1.2, 26). After describing how God’s pity will extend to Sonia, 
he turns to the fate of himself and others like him:

And when He has done with all of them, then He will summon us. “You too come 
forth,” He will say, “Come forth, ye drunkards, come forth, ye weak ones, come forth, 
ye children of shame!” And we shall come forth without shame and shall stand before 
Him. And He will say unto us, “Ye are swine made in the image of the Beast and with 
his mark; but come ye also!” And the wise ones and those of understanding will say, “O 
Lord, why dost thou receive these men?” And He will say, “This is why I receive them, O 
ye wise, this is why I receive them, O ye of understanding, that not one of them believed 
himself to be worthy of this.” And He will hold out His hands to us and we shall fall 
down before Him . . . And we shall weep . . . And we shall understand all things! Then 
we shall understand all! . . . and all will understand, Katerina Ivanovna even . . . she will 
understand . . . . Lord, Thy kingdom come!” (1.2, 26, ellipses in original)

In spite of his status as an irresponsible, reprehensible drunk whose actions ensure a horrible 
life for his family, Marmeladov grasps what the others in the bar (including Raskolnikov) 
do not: that earthly and divine standards of judgment are worlds apart. Marmeladov’s 
vision, which presents an image of infinite redemption, arises from his knowledge of 
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infinite debasement. Marmeladov lowers himself in order to rise up, implicitly linking 
himself with Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection. Dostoevsky thus decenters, desecrates, 
and “bring[s] down to earth” the ideal (Bakhtin, Rabelais 20). The ideal is not destroyed 
but preserved, as Gentry notes: “The ideal that is grotesquely degraded is not obliterated: 
the grotesque retains traces of the ideal. The retained connection between the ideal and the 
grotesque is a reformation of the ideal. The process does not end there, however, for when 
the grotesque reestablishes an ideal, the ideal must again be desecrated” (17). 

This moment is significant not only for Marmeladov, who desperately hopes that 
he will be saved, but also for Raskolnikov, who witnesses the entire scene in a somewhat 
dumbfounded manner. No longer able to lie on his bed thinking in abstractions, 
Raskolnikov must confront his utilitarian theory in the flesh. By all accounts Marmeladov 
would qualify as one of the worthless humans who, along with the pawnbroker, should 
be brushed aside in the interests of humanity. But at the same time he plants within 
Raskolnikov the suspicion that individuals resist quantitative reduction. Their meeting 
expresses Raskolnikov’s hidden desire to be rejoined with the society from which he 
severed himself. Marmeladov’s confession of how he has mistreated his family is also 
a burlesque foreshadowing of Raskolnikov’s later penance, when he confesses to Sonia, 
kisses the earth, and admits his crime at the police station.  

Ruby Turpin experiences a flash of insight remarkably similar to Marmeladov’s. One 
important difference between the characters, as McMillan points out, is that “Dostoevsky 
shows us Marmeladov only after he has learned the truth, while O’Connor makes us 
struggle through Mrs. Turpin’s whole painful process of spiritual growth” (21). From 
the start, when Turpin enters the small, crowded waiting room, she begins sizing up its 
occupants according to her notions of social class. Ruby is no Haze Motes: she is already 
convinced of her divine election and revels in her belief that she is a member of the elect. 
This spiritual smugness manifests itself in all of her social interactions, from her subtle 
comments to the others in the waiting room to her internal musings before bed, when she 
occupies herself by naming the different classes of people: 

On the bottom of the heap were most colored people, not the kind she would 
have been if she had been one, but most of them; then next to them—not above, 
just away from—were the white-trash; then above them were the home-owners, and 
above them the home-and-land owners, to which she and Claud belonged. Above 
she and Claud were people with a lot of money and much bigger houses and much 
more land. (CW 636)

Ruby’s system of valuation resembles Raskolnikov’s, whose quantitative mind selects a few 
“extraordinary,” Napoleon-like individuals and throws the rest onto the “heap” of poverty 
and mediocrity. Standing alongside O’Connor’s narrator, we see Mrs. Turpin for what she 
is: a smug, self-righteous bigot who, at this point, has achieved none of Marmeladov’s self-
knowledge. The impetus for Ruby’s “revelation” comes from a scowling, ugly, fat girl with 
an acne-scarred face named (aptly) Mary Grace. As she chatters away in the waiting room, 
Mary Grace fixes her eyes like “drills” on Ruby (CW 642), who is baffled and discomfited 
by the intense glare. With a bit of effort Ruby ignores the girl and begins thinking, once 
more, about her splendid life. Upon hearing Ruby’s sanctimonious cries of joy (“Oh thank 
you, Jesus, Jesus, thank you!”), Mary Grace chucks a book at Ruby, hitting her just above 
the eye, and gives her some parting advice: “Go back to hell where you came from, you old 
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wart hog” (644, 646). Unable to push the comment out of her mind, Ruby begins a gradual 
self-examination: “How am I a hog and me both?” (652). 

The presence of hog imagery in both scenes is interesting. Marmeladov labels himself 
a “pig,” a “beast,” and “swine” (Crime 1.2, 18; 20; 26) while Mary Grace calls Turpin 
a “wart hog” (CW 646). Indeed, much of “Revelation” implicitly associates hogs with 
humans, especially the notion that no amount of cleaning will permanently wash away 
a hog’s dirtiness or a human’s sinfulness. Ruby suppresses this insight, believing instead 
that, like her own well-kept appearance, her hogs remain squeaky-clean in their parlor. 
She is also quick to associate the filthiness of hogs in general with both the white-trash 
woman’s child–a “Poor nasty little thing” (638)–and the lower-class whites and blacks 
who “[l]ounge about the sidewalks all day” and “lay down in the middle of the road and 
stop traffic. Roll on the ground” (652-53). Both the white-trash woman and Mary Grace 
see things quite differently. Although Ruby’s pigs live in a parlor (“Their feet never touch 
the ground.”) and are “scoot[ed] down with the hose every afternoon” (638), hogs are 
nevertheless hogs; they are, as the white-trash woman calls them, “nasty, stinking things, 
a-gruntin and a-rooting all over the place” (638). So too does Mary Grace’s “wart hog” 
comment consign Ruby to the ranks of the dirty, undesirable whites and blacks from 
whom Ruby seeks to distance herself. On the one hand, then, the hogs represent the ugly, 
dirty side of humanity. Di Renzo speculates that “Hogs are a puzzling and ambiguous 
symbol in Christian iconography, neither holy nor unholy. Perhaps they represent the 
polymorphously perverse side of human nature—that which is beastly, impish, shameless, 
self-satisfied, incorrigible, and plug-ugly in each of us” (218).

Yet there is also real value, perhaps even a strange kind of beauty, in those fat hogs who 
“pant with a secret life” in Ruby’s parlor (CW 653). The hog-to-people parallel surfaces 
again at the end of the story, when it appears that God inspects Ruby just as a farmer 
inspects his pigs: “The sun was behind the wood, very red, looking over the paling of trees 
like a farmer inspecting his own hogs” (652). The sun, which O’Connor often associated 
with God (16 Dec. 1955, HB 124), suffuses the pig parlor with a glowing, red light. No 
longer exclusively ugly, the pigs huddle together in warmth, community, and comfort. A 
fascinating metaphor unites hogs, humans, and farmers: just as Ruby stares at the hogs, 
so too does God inspect Ruby, who appears ugly and attractive. By introducing Ruby’s 
vision alongside the hog parlor, O’Connor transforms a traditionally unclean location—a 
pigpen—into the site of a numinous experience. In her vision, which is also a re-imagining 
of the Last Judgment (Matt. 25:31-46), Ruby finally perceives that she, not Mary Grace, 
is grotesque; she, not the acne-scarred girl, is the true monstrosity, the “wart hog.” Like 
Marmeladov, Ruby has a vision that dismantles her view of the world as neatly divided 
into categories of clean and unclean, white and black. 

Dostoevsky and O’Connor invite us to consider how outside eyes might give 
lives radically different value than what we ourselves choose to assign. Turpin’s and 
Marmeladov’s grotesque attributes are transformed, via self-knowledge, into an ugliness 
that can be instructive and even redemptive. While Marmeladov’s redemption is arguably 
more important to those around him—to his starving children, Sonia, and most of all, to 
Raskolnikov—Ruby’s transformation, on the other hand, is largely intrapersonal. At the 
end of the story, she occupies a liminal space in which she is both clean and unclean, saved 
and lost, “normal” and grotesque. We might reformulate Ruby’s reflection about hogs 
from a question to a statement: she is indeed “a hog and me both.” One cannot take only 
the degradation or the redemption; both appear as a single, grotesque truth. 
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Living Icons in Crime and Punishment and “Parker’s Back” 

As we have seen, Raskolnikov’s path to redemption depends on his meeting with 
Semyon Marmeladov, whose suffering parodies and to some degree prefigures Raskolnikov’s 
tumultuous experience. But it is Semyon’s daughter, Sonia, who saves Raskolnikov from 
isolation and spiritual death, culminating in the famous confession scene in which she reads 
to him the story of Lazarus at surprising length. As many critics have noted, the Lazarus 
subtext in Crime and Punishment is part of an “Easter motif” that reflects Dostoevsky’s 
concerns with death and renewal (Jones 36-40; Murav 66-70; Meyer 69-79). Indeed, the 
epigraph to The Brothers Karamazov of the seed dying and bringing forth fruit (John 12:24) 
might well stand as the preface to Dostoevsky’s entire oeuvre. Dostoevsky’s symbolic use 
of iconography invites a comparison with “Parker’s Back,” O’Connor’s final story in which 
an Orthodox iconographic image, a tattoo of the Byzantine Christ, stands as her final 
statement on the potential of incarnational art and the positive grotesque.

It may seem odd that, as a Catholic living in the Protestant South, O’Connor chose 
an icon from Eastern Orthodoxy, the Pantocrator Christ, as the governing image in her 
final story. However, as Jacqueline Zubeck shows in her insightful discussion of Orthodoxy 
in “Parker’s Back,” O’Connor cultivated an interest in Eastern Orthodoxy late in life and 

found certain aspects of Orthodoxy appealing, especially its reverence of icons (109-10). 
For Zubeck, “Placing the icon on the back of her last protagonist constitutes a summing up 
and blessing of her own work, so that the icon can be thought of as a consummating image 
for the author, something which makes manifest her profound belief that the Incarnation 
is a mystery to be found in everyday manners” (92). As a form of worship at once material, 
prosaic, and experiential, icons are considered to be both aesthetically gratifying and 
theologically sound. But the icon also held a specifically literary appeal to O’Connor. As 
a material image of the divine, the icon functions as an intermediate zone between the 
visible and the invisible world (Tucker 104). The icon thus stood as an extremely useful 
tool for a “realist of distances” whose goal was to look “for one image that will connect or 
combine or embody two points; one is a point in the concrete, and the other is a point not 
visible to the naked eye, but believed in by him firmly, just as real to him, really, as the one 
that everybody sees” (MM 42). This heightened way of seeing—elsewhere O’Connor called 
it “prophetic vision” (44)—can be further understood as properly focusing two sets of eyes, 
the artist’s and the Church’s, in order to see both the visible and the invisible world. Thus 
her use of the Byzantine icon, as part of her broader artistic project, involved making the 
spiritual world apparent to those who could not—or would not—see it. 

Many, if not all, of these aspects of iconography appear throughout Dostoevsky’s 
fiction, which further suggests why O’Connor was drawn to it. Dostoevsky wrote in his 
notebooks that he intended to capture “The Orthodox point of view; what Orthodoxy 
consists of ” (qtd. in Wasiolek 188). Moreover, Dostoevsky’s “fantastic realism,” with its 
emphasis on multilayered or “deeper” levels of reality, is remarkably similar to O’Connor’s 
“realist of distances.”12 It is worth mentioning, however, that the question of whether 
Dostoevsky’s fiction is “religious,” or whether his fiction represents Orthodoxy, is extremely 
vexed. One important reason, as Malcolm Jones has argued at length, is because the 
presence of Orthodoxy in his fiction is either ambiguous or absent: “In Dostoevsky’s major 
novels, although Easter plays a recurrent symbolic role in characters’ memories, Church 
attendance, and therefore active participation in the Orthodox liturgy and sacraments by 
any of his characters . . . is extremely rare” (36). He adds that “Many of the most visible 
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and distinctive features of the institutional and doctrinal life of Eastern Orthodoxy, the 
sacramental, the material, the ritual, the institutional, are either peripheral or occasional in 
Dostoevsky’s mature art” (40). 

To be sure, literal icons rarely appear in Crime and Punishment. Neither do any 
characters, even the religious ones, go to church. But, as Tucker and others have pointed 
out, Dostoevsky uses characterization, visual space, and the city of Petersburg itself to 
create a substructure of religious iconic imagery that is “hidden” (99) in plain sight: “The 
superficially visible world is the city environment of slums, dirty streets, prostitution—
and murder. The invisible world accessed through iconic imagery—which the reader can 
sense beneath the surface—is the realm of belief, unseen yet palpably present in the form 
of symbols associated with the icon and iconic constructs” (103). This insight does not 
contradict Jones’s point above, but supports his broader argument that Orthodoxy exists 
submerged beneath the surface. “We may conclude,” he writes, “that it is not so much that 
Russian Orthodoxy bathes Dostoevsky’s imaginative fiction in its light as that it flickers 
fitfully from time to time in varying guises and contexts” (41). Thus Dostoevsky’s use of 
icons is largely symbolic, whereas O’Connor’s is strikingly literal. Both authors share the 
idea that, as living icons, an inarticulate prostitute or an aimless husband can serve as an 
impetus for renewal. 

The hidden message of religious grace in Crime and Punishment appears through its 
recasting of one of Russia’s most popular parables and icons, the story of Lazarus, within 
the backdrop of the modern city. In the Orthodox imagination, ladder-staircases in the 
urban environment of Petersburg function not only practically, physically linking multi-
storied buildings, but also symbolically, connecting the mundane realm with the “higher,” 
spiritual world (Tucker 104). These stairs have special significance for Raskolnikov, whose 
poverty forces him to live at the very top of a five-storied building. The room itself is 
ridiculously small. Upon visiting him, his mother remarks, “What a wretched lodging you 
have, Rodya! It’s like a tomb” (Crime 3.3, 211). While his mother may, on the surface, 
have her son’s financial concerns in mind, she also unwittingly points to the religious 
underpinnings of the novel: Raskolnikov is “entombed,” like Lazarus, in his tiny apartment.

Sonia also lives in a cramped, tomb-like space that is crookedly angled, as Raskolnikov 
observes: “It was a very irregular quadrangle and this gave it a grotesque appearance. A 
wall with three windows looking out on to the canal ran aslant so that one corner formed 
a very acute angle, and it was difficult to see in it without very strong light. The other 
corner was disproportionately obtuse” (Crime 4.4, 282). Harriet Murav notes that the word 
used to describe Sonia’s room, urodlivoe or “deformed,” is closely related to iurodivaia, the 
feminine for “holy fool,” a term that Raskolnikov applies to Sonia (66). Her face, like the 
room, is oddly askew; he suspects that something is deformed about her as well. Sonia 
is indeed in a depraved situation, for she has been forced into prostitution by her step-
mother in order to support the family. To Raskolnikov, the sacrifice that she has made of 
herself is foolish. He concludes that suicide, madness, or complete depravity are her only 
options. Throughout their meetings, Raskonikov’s “new word” (Crime 3.5, 238), the belief 
that he can transform himself into a superman, competes with Sonia’s redemptive word 
of the Gospel, the Word made flesh that, in the passage she reads to Raskolnikov, brings 
Lazarus back to life. 

Yet Sonia’s impact on Raskolnikov comes not principally from what she says, but 
how she appears. Without the Gospels in front of her, which she knows by heart, Sonia is 
terribly inarticulate. Whereas her father is inspired by bouts of intense eloquence, Sonia 
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remains silent; she appears as a living icon who, in Tucker’s words, “incorporates the Word 
in the image, allowing the Word to be expressed while still unuttered” (102). Above all, 
Raskolnikov looks at Sonia. After she finishes reading the Lazarus story, Raskolnikov 
clutches her by the arm and peers into her “weeping” face (Crime 4.4, 297). He kneels 
before her, as one would kneel before an icon, and kisses her feet, explaining that he is 
“bowing before all of suffering humanity” (297). When he visits her for the last time, 
Raskolnikov tells himself that he needs desperately to “look at her suffering,” to “look” 
at a person (6.8, 463). At the very end of the novel, when he is about to exit the police 
station without having confessed, he pauses in the street, seeing Sonia in the crowd, and 
stares back at her: “There was a look of poignant agony, of despair, in her face” (469). It 
is precisely Sonia’s silence, her presence as a living icon, that compels Raskolnikov to 
confess his crime. 

The living icon in “Parker’s Back,” Obadiah Elihue Parker, spends most of his time 
working, playing pool, and wondering why he married his grouch of a wife, Sarah Ruth. His 
moment of recognition occurs when he sees an image of prosaic beauty in a most unexpected 
form and place: a tattoo-covered man at the fair. Covered from head to toe with exotic 
designs, the man is a grotesque specimen to behold: “Except for his loins which were girded 
with a panther hide, the man’s skin was patterned in what seemed from Parker’s distance . . . 
a single intricate design of brilliant color. The man, who was small and sturdy, moved about 
on the platform, flexing his muscles so that the arabesque of men and beasts and flowers on 
his skin appeared to have a subtle motion of their own” (CW 657). Here, as in “A Temple of 
the Holy Ghost,” O’Connor uses the carnival space as a site of illumination in which classic 
standards of beauty are challenged and inverted. From the tattooed man “flexing his muscles” 
(657) to the hermaphrodite affirming that “God made me thisaway . . .” (206), we witness two 
characters celebrating their bodies without apology. Parker soon follows suit, adorning his 
body with a motley assortment of inanimate and animate objects—culminating, of course, 
with the divine image of Christ on his back. I agree with Sarah Gordon that Parker’s interest 
in tattoos “is O’Connor’s way of dramatizing his wonder at creation, his need to celebrate it 
in the only way he knows how” (248). 

The tattooed man, the hermaphrodite, and Parker all represent, in different ways, the 
“new perspective on the grotesque” that O’Connor outlined in her “Introduction to A 
Memoir of Mary Ann.” Too often had she focused on the negative side of the grotesque—its 
capacity for distortion, ugliness, and evil—to recognize that, when looking at the good, “. . . its 
face too is grotesque” (MM 226). As other commentators have observed, Parker’s Byzantine 
Christ tattoo demonstrates just how far O’Connor’s grotesque technique had changed from 
her early fiction, especially Wise Blood.13 The images that replace Christ in her first novel—the 
“new Jesus” mummy, a monstrous prostitute, the “wild ragged figure” in the back of Haze’s 
mind (WB 22)—are themselves replaced by the iconographic image sprawled across Parker’s 
back. Lake calls the story “O’Connor’s most mature expression of the grotesque beauty of art 
driven by the Incarnation and of the human body as validated by it” (222).

Parker’s decision to get the tattoo stems not only from his experience at the fair, but 
also from a desire to attract his wife. This impulse is, of course, to the great chagrin of 
Sarah Ruth, who represents the unflinching position of the iconoclasts and a stringent 
Manicheism (Gordon 250). Much critical discussion centers on types of looking in the 
story, especially the contrast (or affinity) between Sarah Ruth’s “icepick eyes” and the “all-
demanding eyes” of the tattoo (CW 667, 669). I agree with Gordon and Zubeck that the 
Byzantine Christ’s eyes are qualitatively different than Sarah Ruth’s; they are “eyes to be 
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obeyed” instead of eyes that demolish and judge (CW 672). Yet there is another arresting 
aspect of iconography at work here: as an icon, the Byzantine Christ’s eyes penetrate 
Parker without words—that is, through silence. Here, O’Connor’s suggestive use of non-
verbal communication is reminiscent not only of Sonia, who rarely speaks, but also of the 
mute Christ of Ivan’s “Legend” who responds with only a silent kiss on the old Inquisitor’s 
lips.14 Parker himself experiences this shift from speech to silence. No longer the buffoon 
who yells “god above!” at the top of his lungs (CW 665), Parker calmly entreats his wife 
to stop talking and look at his tattoo: “‘Shut your mouth,’ he said quietly. ‘Look at this and 
then I don’t want to hear no more out of you’” (674). The contrast between Sarah Ruth’s 
violent talking and Parker’s newfound reticence is most distinct in the final scene, when 
she thrashes Parker with a broom, yelling and screaming “Idolatry! . . . Idolatry!” (674) 
while her husband silently submits to the blows raining down upon him. 

This final image of Parker, who shares in the suffering of Christ, parallels the anguish 
that Raskolnikov experiences after he kills the pawnbroker and her sister. Indeed, the 
notion that O’Connor’s characters achieve an epiphany only after intense personal 
suffering, whether physical or mental, has been linked to Dostoevsky’s assertion that 
“Happiness is purchased through suffering” (qtd. in Wasiolek 188). Di Renzo, for instance, 
writes that “Like Dostoevsky, O’Connor believes that her characters need to experience 
suffering firsthand if they are ever to become authentic in an unjust world. The pain of 
being mortal and vulnerable is the one thing that teaches them pity and humility. This 
stark compassion, this Christ-like identification with the insulted and the injured, becomes 
possible in O’Connor’s fiction only when her characters are broken” (41-42). Raskolnikov 
and Parker are temporarily broken, to be sure, but their lives are salvageable. I would not go 
as far as Marion Montgomery, who predicts that “Raskolnikov seems about to enter upon 
a journey not unlike that of Haze in Haze’s final hours” (281). He seems to me less like 
Haze or Sarah Ruth, who are repulsed by the material world, and more like Parker, who is 
concerned with this life. In spite of the controversial epilogue that many critics have found 
unconvincing or “monologic,” Dostoevsky emphasizes that Raskolnikov’s conversion (if 
it indeed occurs) “is the beginning of a new story—the story of the gradual renewal of a 
man, the story of his gradual regeneration, of passing from one world to another, of his 
initiation into a new unknown life” (Crime 7.1, 484). His focus is not one of renunciation 
or otherworldly asceticism, but of building a future life with Sonia. So too is O’Connor’s 
final story marked by its suggestive irresolution. Bawling like a new-born baby, Parker is 
poised to begin a new chapter: perhaps he will reconcile with Sarah Ruth, perhaps not. His 
full story remains untold. 

As I have tried to show, O’Connor’s positive use of the grotesque and incarnational 
vision of art bear strong resemblances to Dostoevsky’s artistic approach, which is likewise 
concerned with the intersection between violence, suffering, and renewal. Readers will 
surely continue to see great cruelty and profound love in the same images of tormented 
intellectuals, drunken fathers, lowly prostitutes, and deformed children. In my opinion 
these images sometimes, but not always, are infused with hope. Through an epiphanic 
moment—often a dream or a revelation—O’Connor’s and Dostoevsky’s characters struggle 
to transcend their self-interest and rejoin the community from which they severed 
themselves. The lurid details of their fallen fictional worlds, the despairing characters, 
jarring violence, and deformed bodies, hint at and even give way to the message of hope 
that inheres there, suggesting that renewal is not achieved apart from grotesquerie, but 
through it.
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Notes

1 Marshall Bruce Gentry was the first critic to discuss the positive aspects of the grotesque. 
Although a full treatment of her fiction is outside the scope of this essay, I should 
mention that, in my opinion, O’Connor’s use of the grotesque changed over time. 
For me, she shifted from depicting images of repulsion and disgust in Wise Blood (what 
critics have called the “negative” grotesque) to creating images in her mature fiction 
that, in Lake’s words, “attract us even as they repel us” (142). 

2 Jessica Hooten’s article offers an extended comparison between Ivan and Rayber, while 
Ralph Wood calls Hazel Motes a “countrified Karamazov” (169). Marion Montgomery 
also discusses Ivan, Raskolnikov, and many of Dostoevsky’s other characters (172-180, 
212, 280-81, 306). Perhaps the emphasis on Ivan occurs because O’Connor herself 
singles him out. “Ivan Karamazov cannot believe,” she wrote in her “Introduction to A 
Memoir of Mary Ann,” “as long as one child is in torment” (MM 101). 

3 For Srigley, O’Connor’s belief that “self-sacrificing love” is “the only way of 
understanding human accountability” is reminiscent of Zosima’s ethical stance in The 
Brothers Karamazov that “. . . every one of us is undoubtedly responsible for all men 
and everything on earth . . . ” (Srigley 2; Brothers 146). For a treatment of Dostoevskian 
holy foolishness in The Violent Bear It Away, see Lake’s discussion of Bishop and Prince 
Myshkin (166-68). 

4 Of the dozen or so critics who have commented briefly on the similarities, not one, 
to my knowledge, argues that Dostoevsky directly influenced O’Connor. For a list 
of sources that detail O’Connor’s interest in Dostoevsky, see Hooten (117-18) and 
McMillan (21). 

5 Malcolm Jones’s Dostoevsky and the Dynamics of Religious Experience and Rowan Williams’s 
Dostoevsky offer excellent introductions to current critical debates.

6 Dostoevsky described his intention as “the portrayal of the uttermost blasphemy and the 
seed of the idea of destruction in our time in Russia among the young people uprooted 
from reality, and, along with the blasphemy and anarchy—the refutation of them, which 
is now being prepared by me in the last words of the dying elder Zosima” (qtd. in Frank, 
Mantle 427-28). Dostoevsky adds that “My protagonist’s [Ivan’s] blasphemy . . . will be 
solemnly refuted in the following (June) issue, on which I am now working with fear, 
trepidation, and reverence, since I consider my task (the rout of anarchism) a civic feat” 
(qtd. in Frank, Mantle 429). 

7 One of the most prominent intellectual trends in post-Soviet Russia, as Victor Terras 
has noted, is “a rediscovery of Russia’s and, in particular Russian literature’s, Orthodox 
Christian heritage” (770). With Dostoevsky standing as “the central figure” of this 
movement, Terras notes that “Russian scholars now joyously proclaim the Christian 
message of Dostoevsky’s life and works, which had been ‘under cover’ during the Soviet 
period” (770).

8 Bakhtin’s status as a religious thinker is a particularly contentious question that is 
plagued, first, by an East/West divide and, second, by a regrettable lack of information 
about his life. Charles Lock offers an excellent discussion of both the incarnational 
dimensions of Bakhtin’s thought and the way in which Western thinkers (for instance 
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Kristeva) have overlooked or downplayed the religious implications of his thought. See 
also Clark and Holquist, especially chapter five, and Coates (1-25, 126-51).  

9 The success or failure of the epilogue is a particularly thorny issue in discussions of the 
novel; many critics find Raskolnikov’s redemption and the epilogue to be unconvincing 
while others rush to defend them. See Meyer, who discusses the epilogue in relation to 
the Lazarus subtext (69-79), and Frank’s Miraculous (142-47).

10 Before she wrote the story O’Connor wrote to “A.,” who is now known to be Betty 
Hester (1923-1998), saying that she intended to read Dostoevsky during the summer 
(27 Apr. 1963, HB 515).

11 Since so many versions of the Garnett translation of Crime and Punishment exist, I have 
included the section, chapter, and page number from which the quote is taken.

12 In a letter defending against the “fantasticality” of Prince Myshkin, Dostoevsky wrote, “I 
have a totally different conception of reality and realism than our novelists and critics. My 
idealism—is more real than their realism. God! Just to narrate sensibly what we Russians 
have lived through in the last ten years of our spiritual development—yes, would not the 
realists shout that this is fantasy! And yet this is genuine, existing realism. This is realism, 
only deeper; while they swim in shallow waters. . . . Their realism—cannot illuminate a 
hundredth part of the facts that are real and actually occurring. And with our idealism, 
we have predicted facts. It’s happened” (qtd. in Frank, Miraculous 308).

13 See Lake, esp. 208-16. Another relevant passage in this context is one that O’Connor 
marked in Mircea Eliade’s Patterns in Comparative Religion in which he discusses 
moments when holiness blends with the peculiar. “This setting-apart sometimes has 
positive effects; it does not merely isolate, it elevates. Thus ugliness and deformities, 
while marking out those who possess them, at the same time make them sacred” (qtd. 
in Kinney 77). 

14 Sonia’s status as an icon is part of Dostoevsky’s overall strategy of silence and negation. 
Caryl Emerson has argued that, in spite of his reputation as a master of dialogue, 
Dostoevsky “was far more attuned to the healing effects of nonverbal communication—
silence, icons, genuflections, visual images—than he was to the alleged beneficent effect 
of words” (147).
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