A&P – John Updike
Reading Notes

· Title

· First line (See syntax) and Last Line

· Sexual references – age of narrator OR another layer in the story?

· “It was more than pretty.” – page 620

· In general, VERY detailed descriptions of the girls

· Point of view

· Tone of narrator

· Tone of story

· Examples of foreshadowing

· Specifics of the store: products, layout, etc

· Diction

· Diction and syntax on page 620

· Character analysis – Narrator, Queen, Lengel, Stokes – significance of names?
· Why is this such an unusual situation?

· Descriptions and nickname sof the others in the store – “sheep” – page 621

· “The girls were walking against the usual traffic…” – Page 621

· Description of contrast between girl on beach and girl in store – page 621
· Description of buildings and town – page 622

· Change in tone and rhythm – “Now here comes the sad part…” – page 622

· “I slid right down her voice into her living room” – page 623

· What about the girls’ characters?  Are they trying to show off?  If so, why are they embarrassed by Lengel?  See exchange with Lengel on page 623.

· Why does he quit?  Is there a simple explanation?  Page 624

· Double meaning of Lengel’s words to Sammy on page 624.

· Last line – what does he mean?  Is this a good thing or a bad thing?

A Worn Path – Eudora Welty

Setting

· Here is a quote from a literary anthology: “Authors use setting to create meaning, just as painters use backgrounds and objects to render ideas.” The setting of a story is the environment in which the story is located. This environment can be physical, political, temporal (time of day, time of year, etc.).

· List the characteristics of the setting of “A Worn Path.” How does that setting reveal meaning in the story? What is significant about that setting?

· In this short story, Phoenix Jackson takes a journey. Discuss what you think might be significant about that journey.

Characterization

· What can we know about Phoenix Jackson? What kind of character does the author want us to see? List characteristics of Phoenix Jackson, as revealed in the short story, and identify the passages that illustrate those characteristics.

· Write a physical description of Phoenix Jackson, referring to passages in the short story.

· Contrast Phoenix with the white people in the story. What are the characteristics of the hunter, the nurse? Do the nurse and hunter seem to be more positive or more negative characters than Phoenix Jackson?

Symbol, meaning, theme, idea, irony

· What is ironic in the nurse’s calling Phoenix Jackson a “charity” case? (Do you know double meanings of the word “charity”?)

· What is the significance of:

· The scene with the white hunter and Phoenix’s reply to him when the hunter asks Phoenix if she is scared? “’. . . I seen plenty go off closer by, in my day, and for less than what I done,’ she said, holding utterly still.”

· Phoenix’s stealing the nickel from the hunter (and the hunter’s claiming that he had no money)?

· Phoenix’s statement that she “never did go to school,” that she “was too old at the Surrender”?

· Phoenix Jackson’s name?

· The title of the story?

Eudora Welty has said about her writing: “Greater than scene, I came to see, is situation. Greater than situation is implication. Greater than all of these is a single, entire human being who will never be confined in any frame.” How does each character try to “confine” Phoenix Jackson to a “frame,” and how does Phoenix Jackson escape that “frame”?

A&P Analysis

Even though Lengel does not make his physical appearance until near the story’s end, his arrival has in a way been foreshadowed by a number of other characters who preceded him. For example, Updike notes that as soon as the three girls appear in the A & P, the "sheep" -- Sammy’s word for the run-of-the-mill customers who plod through the store, pushing their shopping carts, following their prescribed routes -- react to their presence with amazement; "You could see them, when Queenie’s white shoulders dawned on them, kind of jerk, or hop, or hiccup, but their eyes snapped back to their own baskets and on they pushed.
The staff of the market, likewise, can hardly believe it when these three girls traipse in. Stokesie, another young clerk, who is married and the father of two babies, comments to Sammy that the girls make him "feel so faint." An older clerk, McMahon, begins "patting his mouth and looking after them, sizing up their joints." What all of these men are reacting to, clearly, is the presence of sex, raw sex, in an environment which is usually free of it.
After the three girls have paraded through the store for three full pages, Mr. Lengel the manager comes on the scene. Sammy tells us that his boss "comes in from struggling with a truck full of cabbages" when "the girls touch his eye." Our very first view of Mr. Lengel, therefore, shows him engaged in hard, manual labor as opposed to the frivolous activity of the girls.
Lengel’s remark to the girls -- "This isn’t the beach" -- reinforces this. Sammy observes that the way Lengel insistently repeats this remark seems "as if it had occurred to him, and he had been thinking all these years the A & P was a big sand dune and he was the head lifeguard." Which, in a very profound way, he is: as not only the manager of the A & P but a Sunday School teacher, he feels he has the right to set the tone for what is considered acceptable in his arena. But his "sand dune" is the world of work, whereas the girls’ is the world of play.

He therefore approaches the girls and scolds them, implying that their attire has violated and desecrated his space. Note that his obvious displeasure at the girls’ appearance does not stop him from telling Sammy to ring up their purchase and take their money so they can leave. But this is too much for Sammy. He mumbles under his breath that he quits, and when Mr. Lengel asks him to repeat his last remark, Sammy complies -- pulling off his apron and walking out. Mr. Lengel warns him that "You’ll feel this for the rest of your life," and Updike writes that Sammy "know[s] that’s true." 

What precisely has just happened? Why did Sammy quit? He tells Mr. Lengel that "You didn’t have to embarrass them," to which Mr. Lengel replies, "It was they who were embarrassing us." Since Sammy is clearly not embarrassed, the "us" refers not to Sammy but to Mr. Lengel and the entire town his attitude represents. Sammy is therefore telling Mr. Lengel that in his own belief system, people should be able to be frivolous when they want to. They should be able to come into a store in bathing suits to buy snacks, and they should be able to turn heads when they do it. Young men should be able to be attracted to young women without feeling guilty, and when they do, society should be able to withstand the shock. To confine oneself to Mr. Lengel’s view of society is to condemn oneself to the ordinary.

In the last sentence of the story, Sammy realizes, as he walks away from the store, "how hard the world was going to be to me hereafter" -- but it will only be hard in the sense that Sammy will forever be forced to buck the Lengels of the world, who will outnumber him a thousand to one. Sammy at least has given himself a shot at achieving real joy in his life; Mr. Lengel will never even know that joy exists, because his worldview is too narrow to admit it.
A Worn Path – Eudora Welty

I had not meant to mystify readers by withholding any facts; it is not a writer's business to tease. The story is told through Phoenix's mind as she undertakes her errand. As the author at one with the character as I tell it, I must assume that the boy is alive. As the reader, you are free to think as you like, of course: the story invites you to believe that no matter what happens, Phoenix, for as long as she is able to walk and can hold to her purpose, will make her journey. The possibility that she would keep on even if he were dead is there in her devotion and its single-minded, single-track errand. Certainly the artistic truth, which should be good enough for the fact, lies in Phoenix's own answer to that question. When the nurse asks, "He isn't dead, is he?" she speaks for herself: "He still the same. He going to last."

A Worn Path Analysis

In the notes that accompany his epic poem "The Waste Land," T. S. Eliot says of the blind prophet Tiresias, "although a mere spectator and not indeed a `character', [he] is yet the most important personage in the poem, uniting all the rest. What Tiresias sees, in fact, is the substance of the poem" (218). For Eliot, Tiresias serves as a medium through which characters can transform themselves, a character who links both past events and future occurrences. A similar character exists in Eudora Welty's short story "The Worn Path." Phoenix Jackson, herself a blind seer of sorts, reveals through a difficult pilgrimage many of the themes that Welty attempts to convey. As Tiresias witnesses the transformation of the merchant into the Phoenician sailor, so Phoenix Jackson witnesses the Southern black's transformation from slave to citizen. In Welty's "The Worn Path," Phoenix Jackson's thoughts and perceptions, as well as her encounters with other characters, illustrate the theme of impending black equality and amalgamation in the South after the Civil War. 

Phoenix's perseverance is soon noticeable, as she pleads with a higher being to "keep the big wild hogs out of my path. Don't let none of those come running in my direction. I got a long way" (142). This woman of one hundred years, nearly blind, and with a cane, struggles onward up the "worn path," toward the city to obtain medicine for her grandson. A parallel exists between the journey described and the plight of the Southern blacks after the Civil War. The Thirteenth Amendment made black people legally free, but their place in a society in which they were previously considered three-fifths of a person was certainly in question. Like Phoenix, they endured an endless struggle, if not against scurrying hogs, then against the thorny bush that "never want to let folks pass" (143). 

At times, Welty is even more obvious with her imagery. As Phoenix climbs up the tiresome hill that the path traverses, she notes that it "seems like there is chains on my feet, time I get this far" (143). The unsettling reference to the bound slaves that Phoenix can recall from her long life is clear, yet she continues. While resting on a log, Phoenix has an almost hallucinatory vision: She envisions a boy offering her a piece of marble cake, a proposition, Phoenix says "that would be acceptable" (143). The vision of a slice of black and white cake appears to be a reference to the idea of integration in the South. But "when she went to take it there was just her own hand in the air" (143), an unattainable dream, a utopian fantasy, and Phoenix's struggle continues through the barbed wire and dead corn (144). 

The quest for integration seems more hopeful as Phoenix walks out of the woods and into the brightly lit town that is her destination. Upon entering the medical building, Phoenix has an epiphany of sorts, for gazing at the wall, she notices "the document that had been stamped with the gold seal and framed in the gold frame, which matched the dream that was hung up in her head" (147). Phoenix dreams about the day when degrees hang on her grandson's bedroom wall, when blacks can go to college. As she is leaving the doctor's office, Phoenix, with only two nickels in her pocket, has promised to buy her grandson "a little windmill they sells, made out of paper. He going to find it hard to believe there is such a thing in the world" (149). Welty has created through Phoenix a modern Don Quixote. Her grandson's sparring with the windmills will be his quest for freedom, for equality in this new world that has been opened up for him. 

The characters Phoenix encounters on this pilgrimage all represent attitudes of whites in the South after the war. Her first encounter is with a hunter who, after running off a black dog, remarks, "Well, I scared him off that time" (146). Welty uses the symbol of the white hunter scaring off the black dog to show the strength of Phoenix's dignity: "'Doesn't the gun scare you?' he said, pointing it at her. `No, Sir, I seen plenty go off closer by, in my day'" (146). The hunter's attempt to instill fear in Phoenix, a fear she disposed of years ago as she came to terms with her plight in society, fails. The hunter's parting advice for Phoenix comes in the form of a threat: "But you take my advice and stay home, and nothing will happen to you" (146). Phoenix realizes that the importance of the trip far exceeds the possible harm that can be done to her brittle frame. The incident with the hunter symbolizes the resiliency of the black movement toward equality. 

In the medical building, the attendant, upon seeing Phoenix, dismisses her with, "Charity case, I suppose" (147). When asked by the nurse about her grandson, Phoenix replies, "We is the only two left in the world. He suffer and it don't seem to put him back at all. He got a sweet look. He going to last" (148). The adoration of her grandson are the final words Phoenix speaks to another character in the book, a parting premonition that the struggle is going to last. Much like the incident with the hunter, Phoenix reiterates here that conflicts are just stones in the road, obstacles in the path. 

