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When I am undone, 10
When I am no one.

1964

In a Dark Time

In a dark time, the eye begins to see,

I meet my shadow in the deepening shade;
1 hear my echo in the echoing wood—

A lord of nature weeping to a tree.

I live between the heron and the wren, 5
Beasts of the hill and serpents of the den.

What's madness but nobility of soul
At odds with circumstance? The day’s on fire!
I know the purity of pure despair,
My shadow pinned against a sweating wall. 10
That place among the rocks—is it a cave,
= Or winding path? The edge is what I have.

A steady storm of correspondences!

A night flowing with birds, a ragged moon,

And in broad day the midnight come again! 15
A man goes far to find out what he is—

Death of the self in a long, tearless night,

All natural shapes blazing unnatural light.

Dark, dark my light, and darker my desire.

My soul, like some heat-maddened summer fly, 20
Keeps buzzing at the sill. Which I is I?

A fallen man, I climb out of my fear.

The mind enters itself, and God the mind,

And one is One, free in the tearing wind.

1964

EUDORA WELTY
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In her essay “Place in Fiction,” Eudora Welty spoke of her work as filled with the spi.rit
of place: “Location is the ground conductor of all the currents of emotion and belief
and moral conviction that charge out from the story in its course.” Both her outwardly
uneventful life and her writing are most intimately connected to the topography and
atmosphere, the season and the soil of the native Mississippi that was her lifelong

home.
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Born in Jackson, to parents who came from the North, and raised in comfortable
circumstances (her father headed an insurance company), she attended Mississippi
State College for Women, then graduated from the University of Wisconsin in 1929,
After a course in advertising at the Columbia University School of Business, she
returned to Mississippi, working first as a radio writer and newspaper society editor,
then for the Works Progress Administration, taking photographs of and interviewing
local residents. Those travels would be reflected in her fiction and also in a book of
her photographs, One Time and Place, published in 1971.

She began writing fiction after her return to Mississippi in 1931 and five years later
published her first story, “Death of a Traveling Salesman,” in a small magazine. Over
the next two years six of her stories were published in the Southern Review, a serious
literary magazine one of whose editors was the poet and novelist Robert Penn War-
ren. She also received strong support from Katherine Anne Porter, who contributed
an introduction to Welty's first book of stories, A Curtain of Green (1941). That intro-
duction hailed the arrival of another gifted southern fiction writer, and in fact the val-
ume contained some of the best stories she ever wrote, such as “Petrified Man.” Her
profusion of metaphor and the difficult surface of her narrative—often oblique and
indirect in its effect—were in part a mark of her admiration for modern writers like
Virginia Woolf and (as with any young southern writer) William Faulkner. Although
Welty’s stories were as shapely as that of her mentor, Porter, they were more richly
idiomatic and comic in their inclination. A second collection, The Wide Net, appeared
two years later; and her first novel, The Robber Bridegroom, was published in 1942.

In that year and the next she was awarded the O. Henry Memorial Prize for the best
piece of short fiction, and from then on she received a steady stream of awards and
prizes, including the Pulitzer Prize for her novel The Optimist’s Daughter (1972). Her
most ambitious and longest piece of fiction is Losing Battles (1970), in which she
aimed to compose a narrative made up almost wholly out of her characters’ voices in
mainly humorous interplay. Like Robert Frost, Welty loves gossip in all its actuality
and intimacy, and if that love failed in the novels to produce compelling, extended
sequences, it did result in many lively and entertaining pages. Perhaps her finest sin-
gle book after A Curtain of Green was The Golden Apples (1949), a sequence of tales
about a fabulous, invented, small Mississippi community named Morgana. Her char-
acters appear and reappear in these related stories and come together most memorably
in the brilliant “June Recital,” perhaps her masterpiece.

Throughout her fiction Welty'’s wonderfully sharp sense of humor is strongly evi-
dent. Although her characters often consist of involuted southern families, physically
handicapped, mentally retarded, or generally unstable kinfolk—and although her nar-
ratives are shot through with undercurrents of death, violence, and degradation—
Welty transforms everything with an entertaining twist. No matter how desperate a
situation may be, she makes us listen to the way a character talks about it; we pay
attention to style rather than information. And although her attitude toward human
folly is satiric, her satire is devoid of the wish to undermine and mock her characters.
Instead, the vivid realizations of her prose give them irresistible life and a memorable
expressiveness. Yet she remarked in an essay that “fine story writers seem to be in a
sense obstructionists,” and Welty's narratives unfold through varied repetitions or reit-
erations that have, she once claimed, the function of a deliberate double exposure in
photography. By making us pay close attention to who is speaking and the implications
of that speech, by asking us to imagine the way in which a silent character is respond-
ing to that speech, and by making us read behind the deceptively simple response she
gives to that character, she makes us active readers, playfully engaged in a typically
complicated scene. “Why I Live at the P.O.,” “Keela, the Outcast Indian Maiden,”
“Powerhouse,” “June Recital,” “Petrified Man,” and many others demonstrate the
strength and the joy of her art. And although she has been called a “regional” writer,
she has noted the condescending nature of that term, which she calls an “outsider’s
term; it has no meaning for the insider who is doing the writing, because as far as he
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Horse Face? Just cast your mind back and try to remember who your lady was
yestiddy who happ’m to mention that my customer was pregnant, that’s all.
She’s dead to know.”

Thelma drooped her blood-red lips and looked over Mrs. Fletcher’s head
into the mirror. “Why, honey, I ain’t got the faintest,” she breathed. “I really
don’t recollect the faintest. But I'm sure she meant no harm. I declare,I for-
got my hair finally got combed and thought it was a stranger behind me.”

“Wias it that Mrs. Hutchinson?” Mrs. Fletcher was tensely polite.

“Mrs. Hutchinson? Oh, Mrs. Hutchinson.” Thelma batted her eyes. “Naw,
precious, she come on Thursday and didn’t ev’m mention your name. I doubt
if she ev’'m knows you're on the way.”

“Thelmal!” cried Leota staunchly.

“All I know is, whoever it is 'll be sorry some day. Why, I just barely knew it
myself!” cried Mrs. Fletcher. “Just let her wait!”

“Why? What're you gonna do to her?”

It was a child’s voice, and the women looked down. A little boy was mak-
ing tents with aluminum wave pinchers? on the floor under the sink.

“Billy Boy, hon, mustn’t bother nice ladies,” Leota smiled. She slapped him
brightly and behind her back waved Thelma out of the booth. “Ain’t Billy Boy
a sight? Only three years old and already just nuts about the beauty-parlor
business.”

“I never saw him here before,” said Mrs. Fletcher, still unmollified.

“He ain’t been here before, that's how come,” said Leota. “He belongs to
Mrs. Pike. She got her a job but it was Fay’s Millinery. He oughtn’t to try on

2. Clips used to form and hold (or set) hair curl or wave.















