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at Mississippi State College for Women. The May 17, 1927 
issue of the student newspaper, The Spectator, includes 
"Fables and Parables": "The Fearful Fate of the Little Girl 
Who Forgot to Pay Her Board by the Eighth," "The Harrowing 
Tale of the Little Girl Who Never Scrubbed Out the Tub 
Afterward," and "The Fearful Outcome of the Little Girl Who 
Chewed Gum During Zouave."123 Welty does not label any of 
the Spectator as specifically being a fable or a parable. 
Technically, since all of them conclude with a moral, they 
are fables. But her use of the term parable indicates that 
at an early age she was familiar with the form itself, even 
if she was unaware of its detailed formulaic requirements.

Other works Welty wrote in college show more clearly 
characteristics of parable. She subverts the cultural myth 
that women are treated as children in "Burlesque 
Ballad,"124 the story of a maiden in distress held prisoner 
within a tall tower. Sawing through the bars of the window 
with a nail file, the maid plans escape. Finally, a knight 
attempts her rescue. He uses her long hair as a rope and 
climbs up the tower wall; then, still using her hair, he 
lowers her to the ground. Once sure of her safety, the 
knight ties the hair in the prison room and, like a child 
descending a staircase banister, slides down her hair to

123Eudora Welty, "Fables and Parables," The Spectator. 
21 (17 May 1927) 3.

124Eudora Welty, "Burlesque Ballad," The Spectator. 20 
(26 September 1925) 3.



115
the ground. In the process, the knight's spurs pierce the 
maiden's throat, and she bleeds to death. In despair, he 
takes his own life. Of course, as an adaptation of 
"Rapunzel," a fairy tale, this story is not technically a 
parable. Nevertheless, Welty's tale shatters "The 
Cinderella Complex," the social myth in which a chivalrous 
man rescues, cares for and restores to society a virtuous, 
but hapless, maid.

The reversal of myth foreshadows Welty's use of visual 
irony and myth in her drawings. One cartoon, "The Garden 
of Eden by One Who Has Never Been There," provides a twist 
to that myth.125 Printed in the campus literary magazine, 
the illustration transforms the physical garden into the 
school grounds. Adam wears clothes, Eve wears nothing, and 
unlike the biblical serpent who merely suggested, the 
president of the college actively hands out apples to the 
students. Welty's drawing pits the biblical myth's 
inherent warning about knowledge, obedience, and godliness 
against those social myths concerning education.

Welty's initialed contribution to The Spectator. "Song 
of the Spot," further explores these myths and follows 
parable form.126 In this tale Miss Wondrous Wise, a 
sophomore literature student with an excellent academic

125Eudora Welty, "The Garden of Eden By One Who Has 
Never Been There," (drawing) Oh. Ladv! 1 (April 1927) 17.

126e . w . "Song of the Spot," The Spectator. 19 (9 
May 1926).



116
record, stirs Professor Lorenzo Dauber's wrath and pride 
because she earned a "99 on a literature inquisition." In 
retaliation, he gives a 113-item spot-identification exam 
which she must take and finish before midnight. Upon 
surface inspection, this story may appear unimportant? in 
many ways, however, it mirrors the "Laborers in the 
Vineyard," a New Testament parable about the nature of 
grace; in the New Testament story, grace means an unmerited 
gift beyond expectation and beyond the normal concept of 
justice.

The parable, found in Matthew 20, presents a 
householder hiring laborers at various intervals during the 
day to work for him. At the end of the working day, the 
householder pays the same amount to all the workers, 
regardless of the amount of work accomplished. Those 
working the full day complain that they should receive more 
money than the laborers hired last. The householder 
replies that he may distribute his property as he pleases; 
then he asks if the complainers suffer true 
discrimination, or if they simply feel jealous because he 
seems more generous to some than to others.

Welty's story presents a parallel situation with an 
ironic reversal. Because the girl has been a faithful 
scholar, she may expect a fair exam and objective grading. 
As neither the exam nor the teacher proves fair, her 
expectation goes unrewarded; she fails. Welty's story,
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therefore, becomes a parable about justice without grace. 
The myth in this story is subtle. Higher education is 
contractual; the student knows the objectives and the 
expectations of the course. The student who follows those 
guidelines can expect a proper grade (wage). In this 
story, as in the New Testament parable, the grades (wages) 
reflect the instructor's whim more than the student's 
efforts. Her impotence to control her academic progress 
undermines the whole educational process. This emerging 
parable quality, Welty's ability to use generally accepted 
conventions and present them in a startling or unexpected 
way so as to question that acceptance, foreshadows her 
mature use of parable in her first collection of short 
stories, A Curtain of Green.127

A Curtain of Green (1941) has received less critical 
attention than most of Eudora Welty's works. Albert J. 
Devlin blames critics for this lack of attention, observing 
that "acute emphasis upon the distinctiveness of each story 
has obscured from critical view the formation of a larger 
social vision."128 But Devlin also says that the 
"diversity in mode and tone obscures whatever

127Eudora Welty, A Curtain of Green and Other Stories 
(1941; New York: Harcourt, 1979). All references to 
stories included in this work are taken from this edition, 
and citations will appear by page number within the body of 
this paper.

128Devlin, "Eudora Welty's Mississippi," 99.
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bibliographical and thematic unity this group may 
possess.1,129

Although the placement of the stories in A Curtain of 
Green may appear to be haphazard, in her guide to the 
Welty collection housed in the Mississippi Department of 
Archives and History, Suzanne Marrs lists a preliminary 
typescript collection which suggests otherwise. In this 
early grouping, Welty put the stories in the following 
order: "Lily Daw," "Clytie," "A Piece of News," "Petrified 
Man," "Traveling Salesman," "The Whistle," "The Key," "Why 
I Live at the P.O.," "A Curtain of Green," "Keela," "The 
Hitch-Hikers," "Old Mr. Granada," "Acrobats in a Park," 
"Flowers for Marjorie," "A Visit of Charity," "A Memory," 
and "Powerhouse." Marrs also cites "holograph notations" 
on this first "table of contents" which "suggest a 
reordering of the stories," and concludes that the 
"typescript circulated among publishing houses during 
1940.1,130 a year later, after removing "Acrobats in a 
Park," renaming Mr. Grenada, rearranging the remaining 
stories, and adding "A Worn Path," Welty published the 
collection as A Curtain of Green.

129Devlin, "Eudora Welty1s Mississippi," 99.
130Suzanne Marrs, The Weltv Collection: A Guide to the 

Eudora Weltv Manuscripts and Documents at the Mississippi 
Department of Archives and History (Jackson: UP of 
Mississippi, 1988) 31. Marrs does not indicate what 
specifically is the suggested reordering.
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In effect, Eudora Welty tried to make A Curtain of 

Green form a single, closely interconnected work which is 
unified in at least three ways: one by the subtle, 
intertextual use of the parable form; another by the 
pattern of myth-breaking found in New Testament parables; 
third by the repetition of symbols and motifs.131 Each 
story's meaning builds upon that of the preceding story.
The result is that A Curtain of Green is a unified whole.

Welty's stories, we note, clearly parallel the 
historically accurate setting of the New Testament 
parables. Her stories are, she says, "bound up in the 
local, the 'real,' the present, the ordinary day-to-day of 
human experience."132 Where the scriptural parables refer 
to pharisees, rulers, lepers, maidens, virgins, servants, 
prodigal sons, and housewives, Welty writes parables 
involving sheriffs, preachers' wives, newly-wed deaf-mutes, 
the senile, Campfire Girls, the mentally retarded, 
murderers, gardeners, nightclub singers, and suicides. The 
scriptural parables take place in agrarian surroundings; 
Welty sets her stories in rural Mississippi, where lumber 
and farming provide the chief economic industries. The

1310f course, numerous Welty critics, in particular 
Robert L. Phillips, Michael Kreyling, and Alfred Appel,
Jr., have addressed the function of symbol and motif in 
individual stories, but they generally bypass the unifying 
structure that those elements, when repeated, provide.

132Eudora Welty, "Place in Fiction," in The Eve of the 
Storv: Selected Essays and Reviews (New York: Vintage,
1979) 117.
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scriptural parables endeavored to raise the spiritual 
understanding of their Jewish audience; Welty's stories 
capture the very essence of Southern culture and 
consciousness. Both the New Testament parables and 
Welty's parables lend themselves to multiple 
interpretations. In fact, of the seventeen stories in this 
collection, only three do not strictly follow parable 
model: "Old Mister Marblehall," uses present tense; "Why I 
Live at the P. 0." uses first person narration. Although 
"A Memory" is also written in first person, the narrative 
functions as an interior dialogue between a divided self; 
because the narrator looks back and meditates upon a 
singular past experience, there is a sense of temporal 
objectivity which "Why I Live at the P. 0." lacks. These 
stories are, nevertheless, an integral part of the 
collection.

Welty's stories in A Curtain of Green also follow the
pattern of myth-breaking found in New Testament parables.
In her essay "Must the Novelist Crusade?" Welty defines
good fiction:
Fiction abounds in what makes for confusion; it 
generates it, being on a scale which copies life which 
it confronts.. . . There is absolutely everything in 
great fiction but a clear answer.. . . The first act of 
insight is to throw away the labels. People are not 
Right and Wrong, Good and Evil, Black and White 
personified.133

133Eudora Welty,"Must the Novelist Crusade?" The Eve of 
the Storv. 150.
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An in-depth analysis of the selections in A Curtain of 
Green shows how Welty, using parable, both dispels these 
labels or myths and unifies the collection. In "Words into 
Fiction," Welty writes that the purpose of a story is to 
make "its own impression upon the reader, so that he feels 
that some design in life . . . has just been discovered 
there."134 Welty's stories seem to do just that. Through 
the spirit and form of the parable, she illustrates common 
beliefs, stereotypes, and situations peculiar and close to 
the heart of Southern society in a way that belies their 
seeming truth.

A classic example of a story which often makes 
readers' doubt its seeming truth is "A Worn Path."
According to Welty, "the unrivaled favorite" question put 
to her "most often . . . from students and their teachers" 
is "Is Phoenix Jackson's grandson really dead?"135 Leaving 
the reader to decide the grandson's fate is part of the 
parabolic quality of the story. Some New Testament 
parables were constructed in such a way as to allow debate 
over seemingly moot points. The parable of the woman who 
married seven brothers is such a parable (Matthew 22:25). 
The Sadducees and the Pharisees argued as to which of the 
seven brothers would actually be considered the woman's

134Eudora Welty, "Words into Fiction," The Eve of the 
Storv. 144.

135Eudora Welty, "Is Phoenix Jackson's Grandson Really 
Dead?" The Eye of the Story. 159.
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husband in heaven, yet the Sadducees gave no credence to 
the belief in life after death. They argued for the sake 
of mental gymnastics. Welty's story also raises questions 
which cannot be unequivocally answered, but in the process 
of reaching that impasse, the reader often discovers 
beliefs that had previously been only vague assumptions.

The collection's unity finds additional cohesiveness
through repeated symbols and motifs. In "Love and
Separateness in Eudora Welty," Robert Penn Warren notes
that "almost all the stories deal with people who, in one
way or another, are cut off, alienated, isolated from the
world." As he explains,
the nature of the isolation may be different from case 
to case, but the fact of isolation, whatever its nature, 
provides the basic situation in Miss Welty's fiction.
The drama which develops from this basic situation is of 
[sic] either of two kinds: first, the attempt of the 
isolated person to escape into the world; or second, the 
discovery by the isolated person, or by the reader, of 
the nature of his predicament.13°

Although isolation and its nature provide the most obvious
recurring thread in the collection, other strands also
appear.

Each story in A Curtain of Green has at least one 
character, usually the main character, who undertakes a 
specific journey and performs a duty which echoes those 
found in classical mythology. Just as Aphrodite commanded 
that Psyche complete the virtually impossible tasks of

136Robert Penn Warren, "Love and Separateness in Eudora 
Welty," Eudora Weltv. ed. Harold Bloom 22.
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sorting grain, gathering fleece, filling a crystal goblet 
with water, and seeking beauty, so each selection in A 
Curtain of Green shows a character on a mission fraught 
with obstacles.137 Although in classical mythology 
charitable gods intervene for the travellers, Welty's 
characters encounter neither divine intervention nor 
comfort from moral values or fellow human beings as they 
seek their unattainable goals. The absence of intervention 
provides the overturning of the social myths presented in A 
Curtain of Green. Furthermore, each story includes both a 
character, often a significant stranger, who acts as a deus 
ex machina. and a significant object, such as a letter, a 
newspaper, a bottle, or whistle.

Also reappearing throughout the collection are some 
facet of charity or pity, the elements of water and fire, 
and characters suffering handicaps. Often Welty uses an 
immediately recognizable handicap, as in the case of the 
crippled black man in "Keela, the Outcast Indian Maiden" or

137According to Robert A. Johnson, the tasks carried 
out by Psyche provided the lessons which every woman must 
master in order to become a whole person. Filling the 
pitcher with water was dangerous because Psyche could 
easily drown. This task taught Psyche to handle the river 
a goblet at a time. In the quest for beauty, Psyche could 
succumb to temptations that would prevent her from reaching 
her greatest fulfillment. Sorting grain taught Psyche to 
choose her way through tiresomely repetitious 
responsibilities and prioritize them. Gathering fleece 
provided Psyche with the ultimate lesson: encounters with 
masculine beings should be handled without direct 
confrontation. See Robert A. Johnson, She (New York: 
Harper, 1989).
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the deaf-mutes in "The Key." Other times, as in "Clytie," 
"Lily Daw," or "The Whistle," the character manifests an 
emotional or mental disability. The degree of handicap and 
the means by which the character deals with it help shape 
the unity of the collection.

Finally, after using parable form and recurring 
motifs, Welty reveals this "purposeful design" in life 
through the deliberate arrangement of the stories in A 
Curtain of Green. The collection seems divided into two 
distinct sections joined by a bridge. In the first eight 
stories, the principal characters meet conflicts not of 
their own making, engage in quests over which they have 
little control, and find themselves in situations that 
raise the question "what if?" The second section, 
consisting of the final eight stories, depicts principal 
characters who act of their own volition. The central 
story, "A Memory," focuses the shift in attitude found in 
the second grouping of stories and denotes the turning 
point from innocence to experience.

As the divisions unfold, however, the reader continues 
to meet characters and locales which strongly resemble 
characters and places previously met in the collection.
"The Whistle," for example, takes place in Dexter, a town 
whose economic system, like that of Victory, depends on the 
"train after train of empty freight cars" that "stretched 
away, waiting and then being filled" (114). The "music box
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. . . playing in the cafe across the way, and the crippled 
black man that walked like a duck" (114) remind the reader 
of Max's cafe and Lee Roy in Cane Springs. And like Mr. 
Whitaker in China Grove, Cane Springs has a man "taking 
poses for a dime." The reader even meets a transient 
worker who, like one of the tramps in "The Hitchhikers," 
stretches out under the trees and plays the guitar (115). 
These similarities unify the locale and provide the 
collection's continuity.

II.

A Curtain of Green begins with "Lily Daw and the Three 
Ladies," a story establishing many of the themes and motifs 
which inform the reader's understanding of the next seven 
stories of the collection. Three town matriarchs have 
appointed themselves Lily's guardians after her father 
tried to kill her. Lily is mentally retarded and, because 
she "has gotten so very mature for her age" (5), the women 
decide they can no longer oversee her actions. They 
arrange her admission to the Ellisville Institute for the 
Feeble Minded. Lily reaffirms the wisdom of their decision 
when she announces her engagement to a xylophone player 
whom she met at a travelling tent show. Sure that Lily has 
been "had," the women dissuade her from any further ideas 
of marriage and hustle her to the train depot. As they put 
Lily on the train, the xylophone player appears. The story
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ends with the townspeople divided as to whether or not Lily 
boarded the train before it departed; nevertheless, 
"everybody cheered . . . and a straw hat was thrown into 
the telephone wires" (20).

In "Lily Daw," Welty uses myths arising from popular 
assumptions about the mentally retarded. The ladies' 
attitudes establish these myths either by direct statement 
or by implication. First, the women assume that Lily 
cannot make any of her own decisions. Because they are 
convinced she will leave Victory and go to Ellisville, they 
make all the arrangements before asking her. Second, they 
assume that she cannot understand even the simplest 
business transactions. When the ticket seller at the tent 
show treats Lily as a normal person and expects her to pay 
for admission, townspeople explain to the ticket seller 
that Lily "wasn't bright" before she can answer for 
herself (4). Such actions indicate the townspeople do not 
recognize that Lily, by being responsible and paying for 
her own ticket, might viably contribute to society. Even 
though a woman at the tent show reported that Lily behaved 
herself and acted like "a perfect lady" (4) without an 
official chaperon, the three women consider Lily's "normal" 
actions cause for alarm rather than relief. Third, they 
assume that Lily is fantasizing when she declares she will 
get married: they tell Ed Newton that marriage is "just an
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idea she's got in her head" (6). This attitude reveals a 
fourth misconception.

Because they remove the local threat by putting "the 
boys of Victory . . .  on their honor" (6) that Lily's 
mental handicap will protect her from their sexual 
advances, the women have, in their own minds, denied any 
possibility of a sexual relationship for Lily. First, the 
women's attitude reflects a myth about sex that many 
parents hold true for their daughters: if parents don't 
talk about sex, and if daughters have strict supervision 
when with men, female virtue will remain unassailed. 
Moreover, the ladies assume that living at the Ellisville 
Institute removes Lily from sexual temptation. Actually, 
Lily will be more sexually vulnerable living among equally 
mentally handicapped individuals than with those, in 
Victory, presumably capable of controlling their biological 
urges. Institutions find adequate patient supervision 
difficult. Even now, the Ellisville State School requires 
the legal guardians to sign forms releasing the school from 
any liability should one of the clients become pregnant. 
Thus, the ladies use the Institute as a panacea, but for 
themselves, not Lily.

None of the ladies ever visited the Institute; since 
Mrs. Carson and Mrs. Watts travel only "as far as Jackson 
to help Lily change trains and be sure she went in the 
right direction," (15) even they will not see Lily's new
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environment. Furthermore, the women do not know if anyone 
from the institute will meet Lily when she arrives in 
Ellisville. As Aimee Slocum wails, "I do hope they get our 
telegram to meet her in Ellisville! . . . And it was so 
hard to get it all in ten words, too" (15). Ignorance of 
the conditions of the institution, be they bad or good, or 
of Lily's reaction to her new environment frees the ladies 
from guilt: ignorance is bliss.

At this point, the arrival of a stranger, an unknown
and uncontrollable element overturns two myths about men
which the ladies' attitudes represent. The first asserts
that all men desire a "good time" at the expense of a
woman's virtue. As Mrs. Carson says, "That kind of a man.
He was after poor Lily's body alone" (12). Linked to this
myth of masculine lack of integrity is the implied idea
that a handicapped or retarded person can only be
exploited— not loved. These attitudes cause Mrs. Watts to
declare that they should bring the xylophone player back.
Mrs. Carson replies:
"It's better in the long run for him to be gone out of 
our lives for good and all [because] he wouldn't ever in 
this world make the poor little thing happy, even if we 
went out and forced him to marry her like he ought— at 
the point of a gun" (7).

The second myth purports that a man's worth lies in direct
proportion to the prestige of his job. Because the unknown
man works as a travelling musician, they believe he must
embody the ostensible characteristics of his job:
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shiftlessness, and irresponsibility. Furthermore, he is a 
stranger, and in small towns, strangers, like new ideas, 
are presumed evil until proven otherwise. The ladies 
believe that the musician has no reason to return for Lily 
since the couple has spent time together without benefit of 
a reputation and virtue-saving chaperon.
These myths are subverted when the musician returns for 
Lily.

The xylophone player’s reappearance sets into motion 
the parabolic ending of the story. Lily agrees to go to 
Ellisville only because she can take her hope chest with 
her. In this story the hope chest, traditionally serving 
as a modern symbol of a woman's dowry which indicates that 
the woman brings a visible contribution to the marriage, 
also symbolizes a normal union. Lily understands this 
concept partially, and she places within the hope chest 
"two bars of soap and a green washcloth" (9). Although 
insignificant monetarily, the items indicate what 
traditional wifely capabilities, however limited, Lily 
could bring to a marriage. When the ladies agree to 
contribute to the hope chest, they stipulate that Lily may 
never get married, a demand which directly contradicts the 
purpose of the hope chest (14).

Meanwhile, without knowing the outcome of Lily's 
plight, the townspeople celebrate. Perhaps they are glad 
that their responsibility of caring for her is over, or
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are happy for her and her supposedly new adventure in 
Ellisville. They may be delighted that the xylophone 
player returned for her, or be secretly pleased that the 
town busy-bodies were thwarted, or simply consider Lily's 
departure as good an excuse as any to relieve the tedium of 
small town life. Will Lily marry the xylophone player?
Will she ever go to Ellisville? If not, will she send 
after the hope chest? The readers must interpret the 
ambiguous cause of the townspeople's festivities according 
to the effect the story has on their own myths concerning 
the mentally retarded.

In addition to paralleling the form of New Testament 
parables in general, "Lily Daw" also mirrors specifically 
the New Testament parable of the sheep and the goats 
(Matthew 25:31-40). Christ gathers all nations before him 
and separates them according to their good works. The 
sheep inherit eternal life because they have nourished the 
hungry and thirsty, clothed the naked, sheltered the 
stranger, and encouraged the imprisoned. By 
compassionately performing charitable acts for their fellow 
men without thought of individual gain for themselves, they 
have also ministered unto Christ. The goats, who did not 
perform charitable acts, inherit damnation.

Similarly, after hearing that Lily plans marriage, the 
ladies rush to Lily's house in hopes of persuading her to 
go instead to Ellisville. Along the way, they reflect upon
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Lily's life and the source of comfort they have given her.
Mrs. Carson explains,
"We buried Lily's poor defenseless mother. We gave 
Lily all her food and kindling and every stitch she 
had on. Sent her to Sunday School to learn the Lord's 
teachings, and had her baptized a Baptist. And when 
her old father commenced beating her and tried to 
cut her head off with the butcher knife, why, we went 
and took her away from him and gave her a place to stay" 
(7).

Mrs. Carson's recitation of their good works parallels the 
explanation Jesus gave concerning the blessed— that those 
people who have ministered unto the sick, the hungry, the 
naked, the imprisoned, and the friendless have also done 
these good works unto Him.138 Lily's life provides modern 
representation of the Christ-substitutes of the New 
Testament parable. The irony occurs in two ways. Omitting 
one of the primary ingredients of good works, the women 
care for Lily out of duty rather than love, and this sense 
of duty makes Lily a virtual prisoner. They also ignore 
one of the key beneficiaries of the good works by 
disdaining the stranger in their midst. Rather than taking 
the xylophone player in or welcoming him, they accuse him 
of dispassionately seducing Lily and of abandoning her, an 
act of which they are guilty.

138Alfred Appel, Jr., believes that the three women 
hide "ugly private motivations . . . behind the charitable 
impulse," but he restricts his interpretation by concluding 
that Lily becomes "The vessel into which all of their 
sexual repression is channeled." See A Season of Dreams: 
The Fiction of Eudora Weltv. Southern Literary Studies, ed. 
Louis D. Rubin (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1965) 45.


