Close Analysis of a Short Story

Formative Assessment:

Read Why I Live at The P.O. by Eudora Welty. As you read make notes in response to the questions posed in The Elements of a Short Story notes. Use these notes as a reference as you discuss and analyse the story with your teacher.

FOCUS QUESTIONS:

This story is set in a claustrophobic small town somewhere in Mississippi in the American deep south. Eudora Welty builds the tensions and pettiness of living in such a town through her choice of narration, the elevation of seemingly insignificant actions into significant events and the ready acceptance, by the characters, of that which the reader regards as comic and ridiculous. The focus questions will show you how the writer builds the characters and situation to create a complete short story.

   1.

         1. Who is telling the story?

         2. This form of narration could be best described as a conversation between the narrator and her audience. What is the technical term for such a one-sided conversation? 

   2.

         1. From the language used in the opening paragraphs comment on the personality of the narrator.

         2. What clues about the narrator's personality are conveyed in the following extracts:

                * "I was getting along fine with Mama, Papa-Daddy and Uncle Rondo until my sister Stella-Rondo just separated from her husband and came back home again."

                * "...Stella-Rondo broke us up. Told him I was one-sided... a deliberate, calculated falsehood: I'm the same."

                * "Stella-Rondo is twelve months to the day younger than I am and for that reason she's spoiled."

                * "Papa-Daddy gave her this gorgeous Add-a-Pearl necklace..."

                * "Stella-Rondo just calmly takes off this hat, I wish you could see it." 

   3. What is the narrator implying about Mr. Whitaker and yet showing about herself when she says:

      "Mr. Whitaker! Of course I went with Mr. Whitaker first, when he first appeared in China Grove..." and then:

      "From Mr. Whitaker! This photographer with the popeyes she said she trusted."

      Explain how these two statements convey these two different attitudes.

   4.

         1. At what point in the story does the underlying tension between the two sisters erupt into open feuding?

         2. What is the narrator's excuse for this trigger comment and how does it add to our perception of her? 

   5. One of Eudora Welty's talents as a writer is the use of seemingly small events or things to convey multi- layered ideas. Look carefully at these examples and explain what Welty is showing about the characters or situation in each statement:

         1. "So Papa-Daddy l-a-y-s down his knife and fork!"

         2. "Stella-Rondo sat there and made up while she was eating breast of chicken."

         3. "So I pulled my napkin straight back through the napkin ring and left the table."

         4. "Stella-Rondo would say, and started pulling out every one of her eyebrows with some cheap Kress tweezers."

         5. "Why, Sister," said Mama. "Here I thought we were going to have a pleasant Fourth of July, and you start right out not believing a word your own baby sister tells you!"

            "Just like Cousin Annie Flo. Went to her grave denying the facts of life," I remind Mama."

         6. "You ought to see Mama, she weighs two hundred pounds and has real tiny feet." 

   6. The narrator's use of asides are used to create a relationship with the reader. What is the relationship she wants to develop when she says:

      "Stella-Rondo just calmly takes off this hat, I wish you could see it."

      "So the first thing Stella-Rondo did at the table was turn Papa-Daddy against me." ... "Papa-Daddy woke up with this horrible yell and right there without moving an inch he tried to turn Uncle Rondo against me." ... "I stood up for Uncle Rondo, please remember." ... "So Stella-Rondo says, "Sister says, 'Uncle Rondo certainly does look like a fool in that pink Kimono!'" Do you remember who it was who really said that?"

      Why is she at such great pains to try and develop this relationship? How does this contribute to the effectiveness of the story?

   7. This story illustrates a point about short stories - that they do not have to concentrate on major events or issues to be effective. This story is concerned with a single event within a family that took place over a holiday weekend. How effective has the writer been in creating the claustrophobic nature of the family and the community of China Grove? 

In the story A Visit of Charity (in: A Curtain of Green & Other Stories) Welty uses allusions, images, similes and metaphors to convey the irony of the title when compared to the reality of the visit. In the opening paragraph Welty foreshadows the reasons for the visit and the harsh reality of the Old Ladies Home with her choice of images.

As a short story writer concerned with creating maximum impact with the minimum of words Eudora Welty has concentrated the tone and message of her story in the choice of words and images used throughout the story.

Read the complete original story and notice the way Eudora Welty uses the minimum of words and the maximum of images to concentrate the ironic commentary she is making about the community and its attitude to the old ladies.

To read more about Eudora Welty you can refer to the following Web site:

MWP: Eudora Welty

