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THE SOUTHERN GROTESQUE CHARACTER IN TWO 

NOVELS OF CARSON McCULLERS 

Not all characters who exist 1n the fictional world 

of Carson McCul lers' novels are the typical citizens whom 

you meet in the course of a day's activities. Many of the 

characters in her novels have disfigured bodies or warped 

minds. In The Bal lad of the Sad Cafe Cousin Lymon 1s a 

hunchback, and Amelia Evans has crossed eyes. In The Heart 

Is a Lonely Hunter John Singer is a deaf mute, and Antonapoulos 

1s a dim-wit. This study wi II examine a grotesque character 

in two of McCul lers' novels to determine whether or not 

his failure to communicate with people can be linked to his 

fate. The focus of the study will be on Amelia Evans in 

The Ballad of the Sad Cafe, and John Singer in The Heart Is 

a Lonely Hunter. 

The term grotesque 1s derived from the Gothic novels 

which flourished in the latter eighteenth and early nine

teenth centuries. The elements of the Gothic novel--weird 

castles, ghosts, dungeons, and mysterious chases and dis

appearances--offered romantic escape for readers. Parts of 
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the Gothic novel have survived in the works of Hawthorne, 

Poe, and Dickens. The term grotesque gradually became a 

broad inclusive term to cover al I that was "incongruous, 

outlandish, and unique in modern fiction, European as wel I 

as American." 1 

The settings of Carson McCul lers' novels are not 

mysterious castles, nor are the other characteristics of 

the Gothic novel present in her works. Since Carson McCullers 

was a Southern writer, most of her works have a Southern 

setting. Like Faulkner, she depicts in her novels the 

importance of blood ties, social conflict, a decayed or 

decaying aristocratic class, the growth of a lower class 

of usurpers, and finally the continuing impact of the Civi I 

War. Al I of these elements constitute what has come to be 

labeled "Southern Gothic." In a study on Carson McCul lers, 

Dal e Edmonds contends that these matters impart to Southern 

I i fe a sense of "fragmentation, of diffusion, a dreamlike, 

unr e al qua I it y which mak es violence and grotesquerie see m 

both natural and commonplace." 2 

lAla n Spi e ge l, "A Theo r y of the Grotesque in Southern 
Fictio n, " The Georgia Review, XXVI (Winte r, 1972 ), p . 426. 

2oal e Edmonds, Carson McCul lers (Texas: Steck-Vaughn, 
1969) , p. 8. 
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In his article, "A Theory of the Grotesque in Southern 

Fiction," Alan Spiegel discusses a type of character who 

occurs so repeatedly in the contemporary Southern novel that 

the reader has come to accept his appearance. The character 

who 1s grotesque is either a physical or mentally deformed 

figure who, if physically deformed, may be a cripple, a 

dwarf, a deaf mute, or a blind man. If mentally deformed, 

he may be either a mad-man or an idiot.3 This classification 

of the Southern grotesque character typifies Benjy, the 

idiot in The Sound and the Fury by Faulkner, and two of 

McCul lers' characters, Singer the deaf mute in The Heart 

Is a Lonely Hunter and Cousin Lymon in The Ballad of the 

Sad Cafe. The differences between the Gothic protagonist 

and the grotesque figure are listed by Spiegel: 

Although the Gothic protagonist and 
the grotesque figure in Southern fiction 
both represent essentially anti-social 
gestures, the gothic gesture takes place 
outside of society in a nightmare setting, 
while the grotesque gesture takes place within 
society in the daylight setting of ordinary 
communal activity. Moreover, the gothic hero 
is an aggressive, Promethean figure, a rebel, 
whose reaction to the Establishment is one 
of total rejection. The grotesque is a 
passive figure, a victim, a scapegoat, whose 
reaction to the Establishment is never one 

3Spiegel, p. 428. 
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~f rejection, but one e ither of angui s h or 
i neffectua l cr iti c ism. It is the Gothic hero 
who rejects~ it.is the grotesque who is rejected. 
The f orme r 1nsp1res our terror and admiration· 
the latter our pity and compassion.4 ' 

The setting of The Bal lad of the Sad Cafe is a dreary 

cotton mi I I town 1n an isolated area, apart from the rest 

of the world. This setting has Gothic overtones in that 

it is isolated and apart from the world. It is, however, 

an ordinary environment since this can be one of the many 

s mal I country crossroads in the South. On the main street 

ts an old house which is boarded up and leaning so far to 

the right that it is about to collapse. On the second floor 

in the late afternoon a face" ••• sexless and white, with 

two gray crossed eyes which are turned inward so sharply 

that they seem to be exchanging with each other one long 

and secret gaze of grief " (Bal lad, p. 4) looks down 

on the town. This stark description foreshadows the ending 

of Th e Bal lad of the Sad Cafe. The tone of the description 

then c hanges to indicate that this was not always a ba rre n 

town but once had a cafe which was the central locati pn 

for socia l activiti es . Th e owner of the cafe was Miss Amelia 

Evans, but the person r e sponsible for its success was a 

hunchback cal led Cousin Lymo n. The person responsible for 

4Spiegel, p. 433 ■ 

Notation: Carson McCul lers, The Bal lad of the Sad Cafe 
( Bo ston: Bantam Paperbacks, 1958), p. 4 ■ A 11 quotes from 
(Bal lad) wi I I be from th i s edition, 
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i t s downfal I was a former husband of Miss Amelia. These 

are the characters, and basically this is the story. 

Miss Amelia, ". ■ ■ a dark, tat I woman with bones and 

muscles I ike a man ••• " (Ballad, p. 4) has inherited the 

cafe building from her father. In the bui I ding she operates 

a store, but this is not her only enterprise. In the swamps 

she operates a still; and at nights dressed in her overalls 

and gum boots, she silently guards the fires. She does 

anything to make money and succeeds in all her enterprises 

to become the richest woman for miles around. For some 

strange reason at the age of nineteen she marries Marvin 

Macy, a handsome lad with an evi I reputation who supposedly 

carries about with him the dried and salted ear of a man 

he has beat 1n a fight. Macy loves Amelia, and he becomes 

softened in his attempts to win her love only to be beaten 

out of her bed on his wedding night. He also loses all his 

possessions to her. Perhaps this is the experience which 

leads him to a I ife of crime and eventually prison. Cir

cumstances, however, are soon reversed with the arrival 

of a hunchback, Cousin Lymon, who 1s scarcely more than 

four feet tal I. Claiming that he 1s kin to Amelia, Cousin 

Lymon is taken in by her. She opens up her heart to Cousin 



6 

Lymo n , and her s t or e to t he t own s pe opl e who s oon conside r 

i t t he c a fe. The c l i max occurs whe n Ma cy returns and has 

h is r e venge by winning t he affection of Cousin Lymon aw ay 

from Amelia. In the final showdown which is a fist fight 

between Amelia and Macy, Cousin Lymon interferes just as 

Ame lia is about to win and thus gives the victory to Macy. 

Amelia Evans 1s a grotesque figure. She is grotesque 

1n physical appearance because of her crossed eyes and her 

muscular bui Id. Another dime nsion of the Southern grotesque 

character is given by Spiegel: "The Southern grotesque is 

onl y a single, deformed character in a literary universe 

t hat is sti I I oriented towards the actual and the normative."5 

Amelia Evans' environment is the South. The people around 

her are striving to make a living from the soi I. She in 

turn makes her I i v ing from them. 

Amelia's grotesque ne ss in appearance sets her apart 

f rom t he town s pe opl e . Appe arance alone, however, does not 

make her a grotesque figure. Family background defini t ely 

contributes to he r lack of acceptance by the townspe~r le. 

Amelia has bee n r ea red by her father to be more a ma n than 

a woma n. Since her f ather had also been a solitary person, 

i t is natural t hat t his inclination combined with her strange 

SS pi e ge l, P• 437 . 
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ph ys i ca l appe a rance would lead to her solitude as we l I. 

Ame lia's mot her i s dead, and she matures without the guidance 

of another female. As an adult, Amelia is strangely embar

rassed by her womanhood. She treats almost al I the phys ical 

ai Is of the townspeople, but"• •• if a patient came with a 

f e male complaint, she could do nothing. Indeed at the mere 

mention of the words her face would slowly darken with shame 

(Ballad, P• 17.) Although a woman by physical definition, 

Amelia is so unaware of her physical form that often in the 

store she forgets the presence of men and pulls up her dress 

so high". ■ • that a piece of her strong, hairy thigh could 

be seen by anyone who cared to look at it • "(Ballad, p. 60.) 

She grows up to assume the duties of her father. The people 

grow to fear and respect Amelia who assumes an authoritative 

position in the town. She, however, feels no compassion 

for their plight as they struggle simply to exist: II • the 

onl y use Miss Am e lia had for other people was to make money 

out of them ••• " (Bal lad, p. 5.) 

In her book, Violence in Recent Southern Fiction ~ 

Louise Gos s ett discusses the effect of environment and 

he ritage on warpe d personalities. She contends that Carson 

McCu I I ers " . . . does not seek to explain warped personalities 

· · h ·t 116 a nd twisted love s on the basis of environment or er1 age ■ ■ • 

6 G tt v· I · R cent Southern Fiction Louise osse , ..!..!•~o~e~n~c~e__.:•~n.:.....:~e=.=.;.~~:7~-=-~--'---:-=--r--
(No r t h Ca roli na : Duk e Uni ve r s it y Press, 1965), P• . 176. 
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Amelia Evdns , howev t er , 1 s no gross s imp I y because s he ha s 

crossed eyes . The moth I I · er ess wme env I ronment defini te I y 

p(dys a part in her strangeness. It is the Amelia Evan s 

in the overal Is and gum boots operating a sti I I who becomes 

a comically gross figure. The townspeople look at he r with 

Pit y because " ■ ■ ■ they remembered that Miss Ame Ii d had 

bee n born dark and somewhat queer of face ••• " (Bal lad, p. 14.) 

Amelia needs no pity from those whom she owns. Amel iu' s 

ph ys i ca l appearance combines with her father's influe nce 

and motherless background to make her an abnormal sexual 

being who is grotesque. 

Amelia fai Is completely to relate to a physically 

whole human being on a one-to-one basis. In her business 

she is domine e ring and overbearing so the townspeopl e 

alternate betw e en fearing and pitying her. Her relation

s hip s with other human beings do not fai I beca use the other 

people find he r comp le te l y repulsive. It 1s more a r e j ection 

by her of them. Sh e rejects the townspeople by becoming 

the "boss." Th e failure of her marriage to Marvin Ma cy is 

her failure to accept him as a husband. He i s more than ready 

to accept her as a wife. 

Amelia' s marriage to Macy 1s doomed from the beginning 
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because Macy expects , and naturall y so, a ph ys i cal r e l at ion

ship . Ha v ing degraded a nd shamed many females in the r eg ion , 

Macy chooses Ame lia a s the object of his affection and loves 

her secretly two years before declaring his affection. The 

t ransformation in his character is unbel ieveable. He c hanges 

from an evi I being who chops off the tai Is of squirrels for 

the fun of it to a wel I mannered young man who attends church 

and rises to give his seat to a lady. At the end of the two 

ye ars he asks Amelia to marry him and she accepts. 

The question of why Amelia accepts the proposal 1s 

unresolved throughout the story. Perhaps, as the townspeople 

surmise, she wants to get some wedding presents; or she is 

tired of the nagging of her great aunt in the town of Cheehaw. 

He r acceptance is totally devoid of affection for Macy, even 

on the man-to-man leve l. Like a man masquerading as a woman, 

s he s t rides down the aisle in her dead mother's bridal gown 

twelve inches too s hort for her. She continually reaches 

for the pocket o f he r overal Is during the ceremony, and at 

the close she walk s out of the church two paces ahead of 

her husband. 

Th e townspeople expect the marriage to change Amelia 

i nt o a human being s o the y ca n pe rhaps have the upper hand 



for a c hange : " •• • they count e d o n t he marriage to 

tone down Mi ss Am e li a ' s temper, to put a bit of bri de -

10 

fat on he r, and to change her at la s t into a ca lculabl e 

worn an • • • " ( Ba I I d 31 ) --'-'-a=, P• • To Amelia, Ma cy i s j ust 

anot her propert y . Sh e has a store, a sti I I, a nd now <l 

hu s band whom s he re gards as an inanimat e object also. 

Macy, however, expects more; and wh e n Mi s s Ame lia r e tires 

at e leven o'clock, he fol lows to consummate hi s marriage. 

Hi s actions a re probably a complete s urpri se t o Amelia who 

has ne ver co nside r e d her body func t ioning in the female 

sense , and she is outraged as she storms down the stairs. 

Macy attempts to win her with presents but even his signing 

ove r hi s worldly goods fai Is to move he r. The rel~tionship 

moves from a passive one to a violent one wh e n Macy comes 

1n drunk one eve ning and places his hand on her shoulder 

to tel I he r something. She hits him and breaks one of hi s 

fro nt teeth. After she turns him off t he pre mi ses and goes 

t o Chee haw to see if she can get him locked up for trespass ing, 

he leaves town. 

Th e one - to -one r e lati onship Ameli a Evans does fo rm 

1s with anot her grotesque person. In his book, New Ame ri can 

Gothic, Irvin Ma I in st ates that Ame Ii a sees her "freakishness 

in the hun c hback. 
By loving him she can love herse lf more. "7 

7 u 1 · New American Gothic ( 111 inoi s: Southe rn Irving ,,,a 1n, 
llinois Unive rsity PresS, 1962), P• 

26 • 
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Ca r s on McCu l l e r s gi ves thi's explanation for her sel ecti o n 

of grotes qu e characters for her works: 

who 
at 

• ~ • love, and especially love of a person 
IS incapable of returning or receiving it is 

the heart of my s I t · f · ' 
to 

. e ec 10n o grotesque figures 
write about--people wh h · I · · ose p ys1ca 1ncapac1ty 

1s a sy~bol of their spiritual incapacity tQ love 
or receive love--their spiritual isolation.~ 

This statement is contradictory in Amelia's situation. 

Amelia has already demonstrated her incapacity to receive 

the love of Marvin Macy. She does, however, love Cousin 

Lymon, but the relationship 1s not mutual. Thus Amelia 

1s not without the capacity to love. If the statement is 

considered 1n relationship to Mal in's theory, it is clearer. 

Ame lia is capable of loving the hunchback because she sees 

he rse lf in him. The love then becomes selfish love because 

s he is bestowing it upon herself. 

It is the unpr edictable human eleme nt lurking in 

ever y being whi c h moves Amelia. In her doctoring of 

chi I dren Ame I i a does not I i ke to see them hurt, strugg Ii ng, 

or t e rrified. To her on first appearance, the dwarf huddled 

on t he steps IS a hurt, sniffling chi Id for" • no one 

1n the town, not even Miss Amelia, had any idea how old 

t he hun c hback wa s . Some maintained that whe n he came to 

8 MC I I The Mortnaged Heart (Boston: Houghton Car s on cu e rs, ~ _ 
Mi ff l in Compan y , 1963), P• 274 ■ 
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t own he was about twe lve 
yedrs o ld, sti I I a chi ld--othe r s 

we r e c e rtain that he wa s I I we past forty II ( Ba I I ad, p. 64. ) 

If Ame I i a sees the hunchback as a ch ·1 Id , t hen s he also sees 

no threat of a phys1·cal · I 1nvo vement such as she encountered 

wit h Marvin Macy, 

A me I i a' s I ove f C · L or ou s 1n ymon leads to a more human 

relationship between her and the townspeople, Before the 

hun ch ba c k's arrival, it was necessary f or the men to receive 

t he ir I iquor at the kitchen door, but now she brings the 

I iquor into the store and invites the me n inside to drink, 

thus the beginning of the cafe. For four years the rel at ion

ship continues with Amelia spoi I ing the hunchback with any 

possession he desires as indicated in the fol lowing passage: 

He had her confide nce in the most delicate 
and vital matters. He alone knew where she kept 
t he chart that showed where certain barrels of 
whiskey were buried on a piece of prope rty near 
by. He alone had access to her bank-book and the 
ke y to the cabinet of curios . He took money from 
t he ca sh register, whol e handfuls of it, and 
a ppreciated the loud jing l e it made inside his 
pockets. He owned almost everyt hing on the 
pr e mises, for when he was cross Mi ss Ameli a would 
prowl about and fi nd him a present . (Ba ll ad, P• 37.) 

McCul lers estab li shes the basis for the relations hip 

between Amelia and Cousin Lymon: ,, • • • the bel ove d can 

be of any description. The most outlandish people can be 
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the st imulus for l ove 
• • • The be love d fear s a nd hates the 

lover, a nd with t he best of r easons, For the love r i s 

fo r eve r try ing to st rip bare h"1 s beloved . T he lover crdves 

an~ possib l e relation with the beloved , eve n if this ex-

per 1ence can cause him only pain •• "(B II d 27) a a , p. • 

As a lover, Ame lia becomes softened ft · · , grace u, commun1cat1 ve , 

an d eage r to extend the rewards of companions hip to others; 

he , t he belove d, becomes pe rky, proud, aristocratic, and 

eve ntua I I y crue I, The hunchback has the ". • • in s t i net to 

establish immediat e and vital contact betwee n himself and 

a ll things in the world,,." (Ballad, p, 20,) Even though 

he establishes a rapport with the people of the town, Cousin 

Lymon creates a t e nsion fi I l ed atmosphere because with this 

". , , busybody about there was never any tel ling what might 

descend on you, or what might suddenly be brought to ha ppen •• 

• " ( Ba l lad, p. 40.) In her relationship to Cousin Lymo n, 

Am e l ia exhib it s her capacity to c hange . She learns to love 

but in the proces s be comes ex pos e d to the " i nevitable sti ngs 

of lon e l i ness , betrayal, and suffering."9 

In his dis cuss ion of Th e Bal lad of the Sad Cafe , 

th re lationship of Macy , Ame lia, Lawrence Grave r comp ares e 

a nd Cousin Lymon to a rich l y patterned, s iniste r dance in 

9 Lawrence Gr ave r, Carson McCul ler s (Mi nneapoli s: Uni vers i ty 

of Minnesota Pr ess , 1969), P• 32, 



14 

which eac h at different t· 
imes pl ays the rol es of lo ver dnd 

be lov ed . 
He uses a Wi I I i a m Butl e r Yeats term to describe 

t hi s r e l at ion s hip: 

The Bal lad of the Sad Cf . b I a e 1s a out the cra zy sa a d of ev 
h 

. d ery man--ug I Y a nd beaut i fu I 
e 1ress an outlaw d f ' . , war and amazon-- t hey a If 

c hoo se I ove obJects in way s tt t d t t . . na emons ra e 
that pas s ion 1s the most pe rma t d · 
of al I human myster i es . 

10 ne n an amazing 

Th e circle co mes f ul I cycl e with the return of Mar vin 

Mac y when it become s the hunchback's turn to take t he ro l e 

of the lover. 

Mi ss Am e I I a I s forewarn e d by Ma rvin Macy' s brot he r 

He nr y t hat Ma r v in 1s out of prison on parol e , and she 

dee I ares that t he dev i I w i I I nev r t hi foot o n he r 

property , Un fo r t un ate l y , Mar i 11 Macy r et urn on a day 

Am e I i a Is a way on bus iness, and Cousin Lymon the f ir st 

to see him. From t he beg i nning ther 1s a strang c hemi st ry 

bet we en the two be cau se a t hy initia ll y stare at ach 

ot he r it is not the" look of two st r anger meeting 

for t he f ir st t ime . " (Ba ll ad , p. 47,) When Ame li a 

r et urn s , s he sees Mar v in Macy and Co us i n Lymon at th ame 

time, but it 1s Co usi n Lymon whom s he stares at in tri c ken 

dmdzement, Th e hunchback ha the pecu I i ar i ty o t w i 99 I i ng 

h t · t · t him se l f wi th someone , h i s ea 1· s wh en he w i s es o I n 9 r a I a 

lOGraver, p, 30 , 
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and now h e is wig g ling hi s e a r s at Marvin ia cy . 
ot o nly 

d oes h e wig g l e hi s e a r s , but hen 
. flu tt e r ed h is e ye lid s , 

s o that t h ey we re Ii ke p a I e , t r apµ e d mo h s i II h i 
soc ket 

He sc r a p e d h 'i s f ee t around o n h , g r o u nd, wa d h i 
hand s 

a b o ut , a nd f i 11 a 11 y bc~ .. 111 d 111 9 cJ Ii 
r o I ii-. , d<rn 

( Rd 11 a d , p . 50 . ) M cy wo nd r s i f h hu n h hru Ill 

fi t a nd pro· d 0 u h i m on h h a . r n d hin 
<.l 

e ,pcc-t s Am Ii <.J 0 f i g h b C u 
,. 

1n d 11 h ~ 

n ' h <.J J 0 mu h d <; u h J h..i i r u ' " L)m n ' )'('.Jr~ 110 

lw<1 d , , 1 I t h o u g h m ny ha d h h h ,. 
0 . . 

Am · Ii <1 , h wc v r , t n d r n hi n h I , 

.it t ribu t t h ,, hc1n l i n r n r i n u 11 

t h (• 111 •di c i 11 1' '- o n h • r . · I 1r 

11,l\i n~ b •en un,1h l b l, h huann r i n h i 

,r s h r I 1 I i I r I ., n h i 

h ,,. " h 1 1 1 n i n• n r h 11 

\ I '- hi m, h . di . ,. h , r 

r I, '-, ,. , ., h., hi h • 

llfl I ) CI h r hu an h I n h 

f i n., h r f · n-. • lc . J u 1n 

u p o 11 in-..u l 11 h • r . 

Ill.' J I ' I > dd) .. rnd ) t .1b I l ' 
. , , ' I') M,1c~ to (.' ,1 d t h • 1· 

Tht' i ncl I in u l OU · I n 
1.. i t h f r· dr· i nk ~ tit t h e fl' . 

l ' 
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Lyma n ' s annou nce me nt th t M 
a acy Is goi ng t o move in wi t h 

t he m. She does not put Macy off t he 
pre mi s e s beca us e s he 

i s af raid s he wi I I be l e f t a lone a nd,, 
• once yo u hav e 

I i ve d with anot he r, ·t · 1 Is a gr e at t ortur e t o have to I ive 

a lone . I t 1s bette r to take 
In your morta l e ne my t han f ac e 

t he t e rr or o f living alone ••• " ( Ballad, p. 60 . ) 

Seeing the inevitabl e doom of her re la t i ons hip with 

Cous i n Lymo n , Am e lia prepare s to fight Marvin Ma cy . Alr eady 

a f ine f ighter, she prepare s hers e lf by pr act icing o n a 

home made punching bag. Cou s in Lymon s trut s a round imitating 

he r. He " crossed his eyes and aped he r ge sture s in 

a way that made her appear to be a freak ••• " ( Ba llad, p. 62. ) 

Euc h night at the cafe Amelia and Macy s qu a r e off but nothing 

ha ppe ns . On Ground Hog Da y the fight occur s . The t ra ged y 

f o r Am e l ia i s not only the loss of t he fight, but a l s o he r 

complete betraya l by Cousi n Lymon. J ust as she i s abo ut to 

defeat Macy , Cous in Lymo n j ump s off a c ounte r twe l ve feet away 

a nd lands on her back . Thi s give s t he f i ght to Macy, a nd 

Ma cy a nd Cou s in Lymon l e av e t own. 

Ame lia is now a l o ne but fi nd s i t impo ssib l e to ret urn 

h h d b n Havl.ng be e n to t he do mine e r i ng gia nt s e a o nce ee • 

s hame d in f ront of the town , she is c rushe d by th e know l edge 

I t I betrayed by Cousi n Lymo n. For t hat s he has bee n comp e e Y 
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thre ye ars she s i ts o n h f 
er ront steps and awaits hi s r et urn; 

in t he fourth ye ar h h 
s e as the premise s boarded up and there 

s he rema ins in the closed rooms. 
Amelia' s tragic fate r esult s 

fro m her inability t o relate to anyone but Cousin Lymon. 

Edmonds states that the song of the chain gang at the. e nd of 

the st or y indi c ates that love possible IS if the love IS 

mutual and reciprocal. 11 This IS the obvious failure of 

Amelia because just as she failed to respond to Marvin Macy 

so Cousi n Lymon failed to r eturn he r love. Love for Ame lia 

has only intensified her loneliness unti I she has become 

a face in a window" • sexless and white, with two gray 

c ross e d eyes which are turned inward so sharply that they 

see m to be exchanging with each other one long and secret 

gaze of grief .•• " (Ballad, p. 4. ) 

Several conclusions can be drawn about Carson McCullers' 

se l ection of the grotesque characters for The Bal lad of the 

Sad Cafe . Ev en the most grotesque beings can be attracte d 

to on e another in a lov e relationship. The grotesque cha racter 

usually fai Is to achieve a lasting relationship becau se he 

has been psychologically marred by his grotesqueness. His 

se lf estee m is low; therefore, a one-to-one relationship is 

W
·it h tf h · turn is incapable of love. s omeone I ike himse w o 1n 

Love I h it i s mutually shared. 
ca n be mea ningful on Y w e n 

11 Edmonds, p. 24. 
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Ame l i a ' s f in a l i so l at io n b can e I ink ed to he r 
grotes quenes s , but it . 

i s not jus t appearance whi c h has 
ma de her a grote s que figure. 

McCul lers handicaps her 

further by placing her in h 
a ome environment which is a bnorma l. 

She deve l ops to think of h I 
erse fas more a man than a woma n. 

Thus she i s psyc ho I og i ca I I d 
y marre as wel I as physi cally 

de f o rmed. An y love relationsh"1p w1· I I be abnormal s ince 

s he is bi-sexual. The s ituation becomes more . impossibl e 

when McCul lers I inks grotesque to grotesque. It is 

ludi c r ous to think of six foot Ame lia and four foot Cousin 

Lymon as lovers. Am I· h e 1a sees er own grotesqueness 1n 

Cous in Lymon. The destruction of the relationship is a 

dest ruction of herself. 

Th e Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, 1940, the first of 

Ca r so n McCul l e rs' books and the longest, does not have t he 

same grotes qu eness of c ha ract e r s a s Th e Ba l lad of the Sad 

Cafe. By Spi ege l' s de fin i t i on, Singe r is a Southe rn 

grotesque cha r act e r i n th at he is a dea f mute, thu s a 

phys i cal ly defo rmed pe rson. Two other characte rs in : t he 

novel, J ake Bl o unt a nd Ant on a poulos, a r e by the same defini

tion de formed. J ake Bl ou nt is a madman, and Ant onapoul os 

1s a ha l f - wit or a psychotic. None of these character s 

are so defo rme d, howeve r, as to give the gross appearance 
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of Ame lia Eva ns with h 
er mannish f· 

or Cousin Lymon, the h unchback. 

igure and crossed eyes 

The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter 
- centers around Singer, a 

deaf mute, who has had to b 
a ruptly end a close relationship 

with Antonapoulos, another deaf mute. 
The lives of four 

other characters are revealed as they· 
individually relate 

to Singer. Mick K II e Y, an appealing teenager, is the tomboy 

daughter of a boardinghouse keeper and a crippled father 

who fai Is in his attempts to support his family with his 

watch repair business. To escape the boredom of reality, 

Mick creates an inside room to which she can retire to think 

about music. Often, she goes to the New York Cafe operated 

by Biff Brannon who I ikes freaks and misfits. Biff's oddity 

gets him involved with Jake Blount, a drunken workman who 

has read Marx and has formulated a vague philosophy which 

he uttempts to pass on to anyone who wi I I listen, especially 

Dr. Copeland. Copeland, a Negro doctor, cures the physical 

ai Is of his people and tries to convey to them pride in their 

race and continually encourages them to improve themselves. 

Al I of these people are drawn to John Singer because each 

sees in his calm exterior himself as he would like to be. 

Each believes that Singer alone understands his problems. 

real ·1stically drawn to show the developJohn Singer is 

ment of his complete isolation from society. Left an orphan 
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at an e ar l y age , S 1' nge r has b een deaf · since an infant. He 
was p l ace d in an orphanage, and there 

he learned t o talk 
wit h his hands and to read. 

He also learned to read people's 

I ip s and then finally to speak. Th 
e school considered him 

ve ry intel I igent, but he 
never became used to speaking with 

his tongue because"• • • it was not natural to him and his 

tongue felt like a whale 1'n hi's mouth. From the blank 

expression on people's faces to whom he talked in this way 

he felt that his voice must be like the sound of some animal 

or that there was something disgusting in his speech. # . . 
(Heart, P• 8.) At the age of twenty-two, he left the school 

and moved to the South where he met Antonapoulos immediately. 

The relationship between Singer and Antonapoulos is 

one-sided. In The Ballad of the Sad Cafe McCul lers states 

that the value and quality of love is determined by the lover, 

and the lover craves any possible relationship with the 

beloved even if this experience can cause him only pain. 

Singe r is the lover, and Antonapoulos is the onlooker, 

perha ps because he is dimwitted and incapable of true emo-

. From the br1'ef description of his I ife t Iona I fee I i ngs. 

before meeting Antonapoulos, it is assumed that Singer has 

· · th Singer commits had no close relationship w1 anyone. 

· d d for ten years the two himself totally to his new fr1en, an 

Notation: Carson McCul lers, The H~art ls a Lonely 
k 1953) P 8. A I I quotes 

Hunter ( Boston: Bantam Paperbac s, ' • 

from (Heart) wi I I be from this edition. 
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a r e toget he r. The y I ive together 
' take long walks, and 

s hare house hold duties w'th A 
I ntonapoulos in charge of cooking. 

Although Singer tel Is Ant 
onapoulos everything that happe ns 

t o him in his job as an engrav 
er, Antonapoulos never responds. 

Thus the relationship is total I 'd 
Y one-s1 ed, but Singe r is 

content. 

Conflict develops between the two when Antonapoulos 

becomes i I I, and Singer places him on a diet recommended 

by the doctor. Antonapoulos is more animal than human and 

ca nnot understand this loss of his sustenance. He becomes 

s ulky and irritable and a constant embarrassment to Singer 

who continues only to respond with love. Antonapoulos 

begi ns to steal from stores, but Singer always manages to 

pa y for the stolen items. Indecency fol lows when Antonapoulos 

urinates in public. Singer is continually marching his 

friend to court and paying his own money for bond. At 

times Antonapoulos decides he doesn't I ike the expressions 

on people's faces and deliberately bumps into them. 

has always thought Antonapoulos wise and subtle, but 

Singer 

now 

he becomes troubled: . . h Wo uld shake his friend by • e 

the s houlders unti I he was very tired and explain th ings 

over and over with his hands. 
But nothing did any good• 

( Heart, p. 6.) 
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The s i t uat ion i s t a ken out of 
Singer's hands by 

Char les Parker , Antonapoulos' . 
cousin, who arranges for Antonapoulos 

to be committed to an insane asylum because 
he is afraid 

t hat he wi I I be held responsible for damage 
done by him. 

S inger is sudde nly left completely alone. 
Even though 

Antonapoulos never respond d t tt e o a empts to communicate, 

Singer had always felt that he understood; and this had 

provided a release for the thoughts stored in his mind. 

Singer and Antonapoulos are such opposites that it is 

difficult to comprehend Singer's tenacious attachment to 

Antonapoulos. Singer is always immaculate and very soberly 

dressed while Antonapoulos may be wearing" • a ye 11 ow 

or green polo shirt stuffed sloppily into his trousers 

1n front and hanging loose behind •• II (Heart, p. 2.) 

Nothing is more important to Antonapoulos than food. 

Antonapoulos would often steal food from his cousin while 

Singer stood by thoroughly embarrassed: 

Usually before leaving Antonapoulos 
waddled gently to the glassed case in the 
front of the store where some meats and cheeses 

k t He glided open the back of the we re ep ■ • I f ome 
d h's fat hand groped loving y ors 

case an 1 . . . which he had wanted. 
particular dainty inside I d'd 

. · ho owned the P ace 1 
Sometimes his cous~n w t ' d h stared at 

h . But 1 f he no ice e 
not see Im• . . h • tight pa I e . . th warn Ing In Is , 
his cousin WI a Id huffle the 
face. Sadly Anto napoulo; ;~u ca:e to the other. 
morsel from one corner O e 



During these times s · 
with his hands in h'i ingerkst00d very straight 

h . s poc ets d I anot er direction H d'd an ooked in 
this I ittle scene.bete I not like to watch 
excepting drinking anwdeen the two Greeks. For 

a ce rta i I · t ' pleasure, Antonapoulos I d n so I ary secret 
anything else in thew ~~e t(o eat more than 

or • Heart, p. 2.) 
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Spiegel states that "when the grotesque 
ca 11 s attention 

to his grotesquery, he becomes 'th • ei er picturesque, or 

repel lent, or self pitying, or II h a tree; he becomes, 

indeed grotesque." 12 Antonapoulos, more than any other 

grotesque character created by Carson McCullers, fits 

this description. Although Singer 1s intelligent, he is 

blinded by his need to communicate with Antonapoulos, a 

feebleminded, impassive figure who doesn't understand. 

Antonapoulos depends on Singer for his physical needs, 

and thus Singer feels wanted. In the outline of "The 

Mute," McCul lers describes Singer as fol lows: 

Because of his deaf-mutism, he is isolated 
from the ordinary human emotions of other people 
to a psychopathic degree. He is very observant 
and intuitive. On the surface he is a model of 
kindness and cooperation--but nothing which goes 
on around him disturbs his inner self. All of 
his deeper emotions are involved in the only , 13 
friend to whom he can express himself, Antonapoulos. 

After Antonapoulos is committed, Singer is overcome 

Unable to Sleep soundly at night, he 
with loneliness. 

dreams of Antonapoulos. 
When this does not work, he 

12S . I p1ege, 

13McCullers, P• 126. 
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begi ns spe nding his · evenings walk' 
ing around the town for 

hour s : 

His agitation gave · 
exhaustion and th way gradually to 

ere was a look about h' 
of deep calm. In his f th 1m 
a brooding peace that _ace ere came to be 

is seen most ft . the faces of the v O en 1n . ery sorrowful or th . 
But st1 I I he wandered thr h th every wise. 

I • oug e streets of the 
town, a ways s1 lent and alone. (H t 

9 
) . ear , p. • 

Singer might have been able to form other friend

ships had Antonapoulos not been his only close associate 

for so long. During the ten year fri~ndship, the two 

would meet ·other mutes but something always happened. 

One, a mute named Carl, had even been invited to dinner. 

Al I went wel I unti I midnight when Antonapoulos became 

offensive and .began to make grotesque gestures of 

obscenity at Carl. Carl became afraid and quickly left, 

and then Antonapoulos told Singer that white they were 

not looking Carl had drunk the gin. The ironic twist was 

that Antonapoulos had drunk the gin himself and could not 

b d · · t S ·• nger gradua I I y forgets a 11 of the remem er 01ng 1 • 

ugly deeds and remembers the Antonapoulos whom he alone 

could know: 

This was the friend to whom he told all 
that . h" heart This was the Antonapoulos 

was in is ~ but him. As the year 
who no one knew was w I se • h · 
passed, his friend seemed to grow larger in is 



mind, and his face lo k d 
b I 

O e out · and su t e way from th d in a very grave 
memories of his friende harkness at night. The 

c anged · h' that he remembered noth· h in Is mind so 
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foo I i sh--on I y the w · 1 ng t at was wrong or 
ise and good. (Heart, p. 173.) 

Unwittingly, Singer becomes. 
involved in the I ives of 

four other lonely people, but it 
IS a superficial involve-

ment for him because he is absorbed · 
1n his own loss of 

Antonapoulos. Singer chooses Biff Brannon's cafe in · 

Which to eat al I his meals. B'ff I ' k I 1 1 es a I freaks. Since 

Singer is a deaf mute, Biff considers him a freak. It is 

indirectly through Biff that Singer meets Jake Blount, a 

stranger in town who has chosen Biff's as a place to drink 

every night and also to lodge. Blount 1s driven by a violent 

fury to reform labor, and he speaks a mysterious philosophy 

based on Marx and Veblen. Totally drunk and not realizing 

Singer is deaf, Blount talks to Singer in the cafe because he 

thinks Singer understands his ideas. Singer listens patiently 

for an hour and then leaves. Blount fol lows Singer and 

If Or so Willie, Biff's cleansuddenly becomes violent to himse , 

up boy, describes it to Biff: 

Wei 1--1 didn't see how it commenced. I 
t d. . n the back door when I heard 

we~e s an 1ng 1 . nd like a big fight 
this here commotion. Sou And this 
. h I I S I r-r-run to see. 
1 n t e a ey • 0 h · Id He were 

h d . t gone og w I • 
here white man a J~S h 'd of this brick 
b . h. h d aga Inst t e s I e . utt1ng 1s ea . . f' t He were cussing 
wel I and hitting wi th his is s. white man fight 
and fighting I ike I never seen a 
before. (Heart, P• ZI.) 
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Singer, having s een the commot· ion, returns to the cafe 
and offers to al low Bl t oun to spend the night with him. Singer 
rooms at the Kel lys', and Mick 

I a teenager in the family, 

loves to go to Singer's room tot lk 
a over her problems. 

Or ■ Copeland, the Negro doctor, h 
as a deaf pat ient; and at 

his daughter Portia's suggestion, he writes to Singer to 

ask him if there is a deaf· institution that will take the 

deaf boy. The four, Biff, Blount, M"1ck, and Copeland, 

become regular visitors to Singer's room. 

The four come to Singer's room thinking that he 

understands them, and they interpret his silence as assent. 

Singer, however, is always occupied with thoughts of 

Antonapoulos and often visits him at the asylum. On his 

first visit Singer takes Antonapoulos many presents but 

no food; therefore, Antonapoulos wants none of t he g i fts. 

Singer takes Antonapoulos to a restaurant, a nd Ant onapoulos 

orde rs half the dishes on t he menu and t hen re f uses t o leave . 

S inger coaxes him with a bottle of wine and t he n t hrows t he 

unopened bottle out o f the cab, leaving Antonapoulos e nraged. 

S inger never tel Is the four of his visi t s. Whe n t hey ask 

where he has been, Singer pretends he does not underst a nd. 

When it is impossibl e to v isi t Antonapoulos, Singer wri t e s 

him long letters even though Antonapoulos cannot read: 
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He had always known that . 
unabl e to make out th . his friend was 
b th e meaning of d ut as e months Passed b h wor son paper, 
that perhaps he had b ~ e began to imagine 

I een mistaken th t Antonapou os only kept h" k ' a perhaps 
a secret from everyone is(H nowledge of letters 

• eart, p. 180.) 

Singer, however, never mai Is the letters. 

Singer never accepts the loss of 
Antonapoulos and 

states in one letter that the loss IS a loneliness he 

cannot bear. On the final visit to the asylum when Singer 

hears that his friend is dead, he is doomed. After hearing 

the news, Singer · returns to the hotel and inserts a nickel 

in a slot machine but jams the machine: 

Over the incident he made a great-to-do. 
He cornered the desk clerk and furiously demonstrated 
what had happened. His face was deathly pale and 
he was so beside himself that tears rolled down the 
ridges of his nose. {Heart. p. 278.) 

Singer's tragedy is I ike that of Amelia Evans in 

Bal lad of the Sad Cafe. Both characters have been able to 

relate only to one other individual. As long as Antonapoulos 

was alive in the asylum, there was always hope for Singer. 

h never ma'. led and looking forward to Writing letters which e 

Susta ·ined him so that he could outvisits with Antonapoulos 

the four lonely people who 
wardly appear to be sympathetic to 

visited his room h Understood them. and thought that e 

. fact which Singer 
f inality of Antonapoulos' death is a 

The 

h
·,m violence to himself becomes the 

ca nnot accept, and for 
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answer. He returns to his r 
oom at the K I 

e lys ', drinks a 
glass of iced coffee, smokes . 

a cigarette, Washes the ash 
trays, and puts a bullet in his chest. 

This is done in 
the same calm manner he had t 

cus omari ly given his daily 

routine. 

Several of McCul lers' charact 
ers are lonely and isolated, 

but none are more lonely than the t gro esque characters. 

Both Singer and Amelia Evans risk communicating with only 

one person, dnd both are left utterly crushed when this 

relationship fai Is. Violence and disaster are the end 

result for both. Unable to accept the loss of Cousin Lymon, 

Amelia totally withdraws from people, though still a breathing 

human being~ Singer destroys himself because he cannot live 

without Antonapoulos. These two grotesque characters have 

communicated with another human being, but the failure of 

the relationship in each instance has led to violence and 

despair. 

By fate both Amelia and Singer are born with a physical 

defect. b I home e nvironment, in In both situations an a norma 

S home envl·ronment, makes them inger's case the lack of a 

more withdrawn. 
' d t 1• I they are 

t tur n inwar un Both charac ers 

without ordinary human emotions. 

communication with other people. 

This complicates their 

Both Amelia and Singer 
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a relationship with a person who is even more grotesque 
form 

than theY• 
McCul lers implies that even the most grotesque 

love, but ironically she also indicates that they 
beings can 

destined by their fate to love only another grotesque 
are 

person• 
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