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Were this solely a collection of mostly unpublished letters between a young Flannery 
O’Connor and the more experienced fiction writer Caroline Gordon, it would be a 
welcome addition to the fields of not only Flannery O’Connor studies but also Southern 
literary history and Southern women writers. Of the 66 letters collected here, only six 
have previously been published in their complete form. Yet the book is much more than 
that. In addition to gathering together the correspondence between the two authors, 
running from 1951 to just a week before O’Connor’s death in 1964—as well as 
subsequent letters from Gordon to others with regard to O’Connor, their friendship, 
and her work—scholar Christine Flanagan provides an important commentary on the 
growing mentorship and friendship which unfolds over the course of the 
correspondence. 
 
Flanagan acknowledges her debt to the work of Sally Fitzgerald, a friend to both 
O’Connor and Gordon. Wife of Robert Fitzgerald, O’Connor’s literary executor, Sally 
Fitzgerald played an important role in producing and promoting O’Connor scholarship 
throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Unfortunately, Fitzgerald left unfinished both the 
O’Connor-Gordon correspondence as well as the authorized biography on which she 
was working at the time of her death; both projects have since languished. While the 
biography is still unfinished and left in the archive, Flanagan’s book can be seen as an 
important completion of Fitzgerald’s project.  
 
Letters is quite a feat of research, as the previously unpublished letters it includes are 
drawn from five different archived collections: the two major collections of O’Connor’s 
papers at Emory University and Georgia College and State University, along with 
collections at Princeton, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and Vanderbilt 
University. Flanagan has also extensively researched the events which these letters 
reference, and she uses them to tell a compelling story about the development of a 
young author as well as the changing relationship between two writers as one grows in 
confidence and fame (albeit while suffering from a fatal illness) and the other finds 
herself struggling over a waning career and with her own personal difficulties.  
 
Early in their correspondence, Gordon shows herself to be an ideal reader of 
O’Connor’s work when she praises O’Connor’s “ability to present action continually on 
more than one plane” (34). Gordon senses what O’Connor herself would later discuss as 
the differences among the anagogical, the allegorical, and the tropological levels of 
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writing, concepts drawn from medieval hermeneutics. The authors’ shared devotion to 
Catholicism—O’Connor as a self-described “cradle Catholic” and Gordon as an adult 
convert—is yet another theme that these letters illuminate. 
 
Letters provides a window into the feedback that Gordon gave O’Connor in response to 
her work from the very beginning of O’Connor’s career. The correspondence begins 
with Gordon’s 1951 letter to Robert Fitzgerald after having read the young author’s 
manuscript of Wise Blood, O’Connor’s first novel, then under consideration with 
Harcourt, Brace (17). Flanagan notes that, at the time of the letter, Gordon had just 
completed her seventh novel. In her laudatory letter to Fitzgerald, Gordon first 
compares a line of Wise Blood to Ernest Hemingway’s To Have and Have Not; she then 
offers the kind of specific, directive revision advice that will characterize many of these 
letters, as she suggests specific changes to the first and last scenes of the novel, so that 
“the first scene ought to foreshadow the last, ought, so to prepare us for the last that 
when we get there we think, ‘I knew it all along’” (18). Already, she gives advice such 
as, “We out to see Hazel Motes before we hear him say anything or before we are taken 
into his thoughts. . . . The way Motes looks, particularly the way his eyes look, ought to 
be played up in the beginning. Her focus at the very beginning is too circumscribed, I 
think” (19). 
 
Here too is where Gordon makes her first comment on O’Connor’s narrative style, a 
theme to which she will return frequently throughout her correspondence with 
O’Connor: “I think that Mrs. O’Connor fails to realize that the omniscient narrator 
never speaks anything but Johnsonian English. . . . She often lets the tone down just 
when it ought to be most exalted by using a colloquial rhythm or idiom or even some 
word like ‘just’ or ‘right’ or ‘though’” (21). Gordon often encourages O’Connor to 
tighten up her narrative voice, going page by page to point out individual words which 
should be replaced, like referring to “the woman” rather than “the lady,” or her 
aversion to O’Connor’s use of “squinched”: “‘Squinched’ is not good usage. The 
omniscient narrator doesn’t ever use words like that” (30).  
 
The letter spans nearly 12 pages in the book and is only the first to illuminate 
O’Connor’s revision process: both in Gordon’s advice and in O’Connor’s responses. As 
Flanagan characterizes the exchange, “Gordon’s critiques during this period are 
insightful and unselfish. O’Connor’s revisions are a testament to her strengthening 
resilience and expansive artistic humility. What Gordon Taught, O’Connor was willing 
to learn” (57). 
 
In addition to what it teaches readers about O’Connor’s work, this book is also 
important in recalling attention to Caroline Gordon, whose work has generally been 
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forgotten, with the exception of the occasionally anthologized short story “Old Red.” 
When she is remembered, it’s usually as the wife of writer-critic Allen Tate, with whom 
she coedited the once-popular anthology, The House of Fiction. However, at the time of 
their correspondence, Gordon had published eight novels (in addition to the House of 
Fiction anthology) and had already been the recipient of a Guggenheim Fellowship and 
an O. Henry Award. During the period of their correspondence, Gordon published How 
to Read a Novel, a work which reflects much of the writing advice she gave O’Connor. In 
fact, Flanagan includes O’Connor’s unpublished review of How to Read a Novel, in which 
she particularly recommends it as a useful book for Catholic readers, “because Catholic 
groups are often vocal on the subject of ‘bad’ literature, without knowing ‘good’ 
literature when they see it” (139). Flanagan also notes that O’Connor recommended the 
book to other writers, crediting Gordon with teaching her much of what she knew 
about writing (139). 
 
Thus, Flanagan’s volume helps to make readers more familiar with Gordon, whose 
letters demonstrate a masterful understanding of the workings of fiction; her 
suggestions for O’Connor’s revisions are almost always illustrated by examples from 
her own work or from canonical authors such as Henry James, Flaubert, and Stephen 
Crane. Gordon at times situates her own advice as the result of generational 
differences—she was 30 years older than O’Connor—casting O’Connor as part of a new 
era of authors: 

I suppose that in common with everybody of your generation, you were brought 
up to feel that any concern you might have with grammar took place long ago 
and is now no concern of yours. But I think reflection on the parts of speech and 
their function is helpful for any of us at any time. Do you, for instance, ever 
reflect on the respective nature of the “loose” and the “periodic” sentences and 
the differences in their functions? (152). 

When Gordon wrote this particular letter, however, in 1958, O’Connor had enjoyed 
substantial success with her writing, while Gordon’s own work was showing signs of 
her own mental deterioration. For example, Flanagan shows us how O’Connor 
struggled to respond to a review of her work written by Gordon, which got several 
details about O’Connor’s work wrong, by including letters that O’Connor wrote to 
other friends about these concerns as well as her own narration. 
 
Letters fills out a particular chapter of literary history with details about these authors’ 
lives, which appear especially as Gordon comments on her and Tate’s financially 
precarious position, the deterioration of their marriage, as well as her own troubles in 
her life and with her writing. Flanagan’s exhaustive research has allowed her to 
construct a detailed picture of the lives of both of these writers, providing important 
insights into the lives of midcentury Southern women writers. As Flanagan herself 
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points out, however, their correspondence “never provides explicit instruction . . . on 
how a Southern woman writer could navigate through the predominantly male literary 
scene” (10). Rather, it demonstrates how both authors understand their work within the 
larger (generally male) canon of literature.  
 
Letters even includes photographs of some of these letters, such as Gordon’s 
handwritten examples of diagrammed sentences. Really, the only thing missing from 
this book is a companion book of short stories, both the ones of O’Connor’s under 
revision as well as those discussed by the two authors. Read with the stories under 
discussion, Letters gives further nuance to O’Connor’s writing, even as it might 
supplement either a formal creative writing workshop setting or even an informal sort 
of “master class” in fiction writing, as Sally Fitzgerald originally characterized their 
relationship. Christine Flanagan has produced an invaluable resource for readers, 
scholars, and creative writers alike. 
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