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For Mark (July 18, 1968 - June 16, 2000) and , 
Rene (February 4, 1963 - November 8, 1981): 

I always knew one thing, that life is made bearable and 
possible and liveable by the relations of one human being to 
another, the individual love and gentleness between persons, 
or in any case, the unbreakable bond that grows and fastens 
lives together in all sorts of mysterious ways. 

Katherine Anne Porter to Barbara Wescott 
May 3, 1962 
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ABSTRACT 

THE CANON OF MEMORY AND RHETORIC AS A WAY OF KNOWING IN 
SELECTED MIRANDA STORIES OF KATHERINE ANNE PORTER 

MELINDA WILLIAMS MCBEE 

AUGUST 2000 

As Katherine Anne Porter notes ln many of her essays 

and interviews, memory informs her fiction to such an extent 

that it becomes a controlling metaphor. Although numerous 

critics point to Porter's use of memory and its importance 

in her fiction, they acknowledge her usage of memory as a 

creative strategy, not a rhetorical strategy. Porter's 

multi-faceted, rhetorical use of memory proves central in a 

number of instances in her Miranda short story cycle. For 

example, her sense of memory adheres to the philosopher 

Henri Bergson's concept of time as pure duration. Bergson 

defines time as a state in which the present is not 

separated from the past or the future and one in which time 

is not set up in any particular order. In the Miranda 

stories, Porter consistently shows Miranda's functioning in 

a Bergsonian realm of time, as past, present, and future 

converge through the vehicle of memory. 

Amid the blending of memory and time which informs the 

Miranda short story cycle, Porter also rhetorically merges 

Miranda's self-realization and knowledge wi th silence. The 
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rhetorical use of silence brings Miranda to knowledge and 

ultimately to truth, a form of rhetorical theory explored 

specifically by I. A. Richards and Michel Foucault. 

Foucault's concept of epistemes, which controls both 

knowledge and utterances that are acceptable in any given 

historical period, is examined in the Miranda stories as 

well. 

The first part of the dissertation provides background 

information pertaining to the canon of memory, Bergson's 

concept of time and pure duration, Richards' and Foucault's 

concepts of rhetoric as a way of knowing, and silence as a 

rhetorical strategy. The ensuing chapters provide an 

analysis of "The Old Order" sketches and the short story 

"Old Mortality," applying the rhetorical ideas as outlined 

in the introduction. The final chapter concludes the 

findings of the study, showing the extent to which Porter 

emphasizes the canon of memory and other rhetorical 

strategies in her writing. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

But Nayagta answered, "You and your people have 

not wanted my star nor my garden nor my palace, 

nor any of the magic I brought you from the spaces 

of the moon. So I go again." 

And Merah said, "Take with you your memory of 

us." And she answered "No, I take only my magic 

and my star and my palace and my garden." But her 

heart grieved and she remembered. 

Shattered Star" Uncollected 14) 

(Porter "The 

Even as early as 1920 with the publication in Everyland 

of "The Shattered Star," an adaptation of an Eskimo 

children's story, Katherine Anne Porter placed great value 

on memory and the act of remembering. For after offering 

her people the treasures she possesses, Nayagta, the central 

character of Porter's story, leaves her Eskimo people and 

throws her precious star into the heavens where its 

shattered remnants form innumerable galaxies; and when 

Nayagta's people see these "fragments of fire," they remark, 

"'Nayagta is remembering'" (14). Not only does Nayagta 

remember; but, as the closing sentence of the story notes, 

II [ • . ] Nayagta remembers forever" ( 15) . And in much the 
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same way as Nayagta's memory functions as the center of "The 

Shattered Star," so too does memory form the core of 

Katherine Anne Porter's short fiction. Porter's use of 

memory plays an integral role in her Miranda stories, 

stories with roots planted firmly in the fertile soil of 

Porter's early childhood recollections. Yet memory 

functions as more than just an act of Porter's creative 

imagination; it is also an impressive technical tour de 

force of stylistic precision. Numerous critics point to 

Porter's use of memory and its importance in her fiction, as 

well as acknowledge her use of memory as a creative 

strategy. Yet memory also serves as a rhetorical strategy 

in Katherine Anne Porter's works, providing a framework that 

emphasizes the stories' timelessness. Even though the 

characters of Porter's Miranda stories are grounded in the 

here and now of their respective time periods, the memories 

of the past play an important role in their lives. For 

some, memory serves as a symbol of hardships that have been 

overcome; for others it serves as a measuring stick of 

morality as the old order is slowly replaced by the new 

order; and for those who have no recollection of the old 

order except through stories passed down through the oral 

tradition, it serves as an oppressive montage where the line 

between appearance and reality proves hard to differentiate. 

Porter relies heavily on the canon of memory in her 



short fiction, most notably in the seven sketches which 

comprise "The Old Order" and in the short story "Old 

Mortality." Yet from a historical perspective, memoria 

appears to have been a rather insignificant and troublesome 

part of the rhetorical canon for the philosophers of 

antiquity. It was not until the writing of Rhetorica ad 

Herennium, an anonymous Roman work of the first century, 

B.C., that rhetorical elements as defined by earlier Greek 

orators became codified into five canons of rhetoric: 

inventio (invention), dispositio (arrangement or organiza

tion), elocutio (style), memoria (memory), and pronuntiato 

(delivery) (Murphy 111) Expanding on the codified tenets 

of the Rhetorica ad Herennium, the Roman orators M. Tullius 

Cicero and M. Fabius Quintilian devoted a portion of their 

writings to memoria. In their treatment of this rhetorical 

canon, both Cicero and Quintilian argued that the combina

tion of words with concrete, visual images would strengthen 

an orator's ability to retain pertinent information. Their 

ideas emphasized the orator's juxtaposing the word images 

against a background with which he was familiar, thus 

identifying "words or topics with physical objects and 

place" (Golden 64). 

Building on the general principles of memory as 

outlined in the Rhetorica ad Herennium, Cicero provided 

detailed information regarding the importance of order to 

3 



recollection, believing order to be the vehicle by which 

memory gained precision. Cicero maintained "that certain 

places must be firmly fixed in the mind; then symbols to be 

used in a discourse should be mentally arranged in those 

places" (64). 

4 

In his work Institutio Oratoria, Quintilian refined the 

word/image method of association. He instructed orators to 

envision a sequence of visual images, such as each indi

vidual room within a house and the specific furnishings 

within each room. After establishing these series of images 

in the mind's eye, the orator then should associate sections 

of his written speech with each item in a room of the 

imagined house (64). Above all, Quintilian proposed that 

through industry and practice, a speaker could greatly 

improve his powers of retention, even though Quintilian 

believed that one's success in memorization and recollection 

was ultimately a gift, an innate ability (64). 

While the Greek philosophers make mention of memoria 

throughout their writings, oftentimes they placed it in a 

subordinate position or dismissed it altogether. Indeed, 

memoria receives no mention in Aristotle's Rhetorica (63), a 

work which forms one of the most influential foundations of 

twentieth-century rhetorical thought. Yet even though 

Aristotle fails to mention memoria in his discussion on 

oration, he nevertheless devotes an entire study to the 
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subject in De Memoria et Reminiscentia. As translator 

Richard Sorabji notes, Aristotle's "treatise on memory lS 

primarily philosophical" (1), not rhetorical. Aristotle's 

views on memory focus primarily on the sequential pattern of 

time in terms of past, present, and future: 

First, then, one must consider what sort of things 

the objects of memory are, for this often leads 

people astray. For it is not possible to remember 

the future, which is instead an object of judgment 

and prediction. [. .] Nor is memory of the 

present; rather, perception is, for by perception 

we know neither the future nor the past, but only 

the present. 

Sorabji 47) 

But memory is of the past. (qtd. in 

Aristotle's omission of memoria in the Rhetoric and his 

analysis of it in De Memoria et Reminiscentia parallel 

twentieth-century rhetoricians' paradoxical treatment of 

memory as well. Whereas substantial research has been 

devoted to invention, organization, style, and delivery, 

many twentieth-century theorists show reluctance ln 

addressing memoria in their discussions. In her work The 

Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture, Mary 

Carruthers, one modern theorist who embraces the canon of 

memory, explains the reason for this omission. Carruthers 

states that modern society has separated the concept of 



memory from learning. From the viewpoint of the medieval 

mind, "it was memory that made knowledge into useful 

experience, and memory that combined these pieces of 

information-become - experience into what we call 'ideas,' 

what they were more likely to call 'judgment'" (1). 

Carruthers also notes that what the twentieth-century mind 

classifies as creativity and imagination, medieval society 

defined as memory (4). 

Carruthers' definition of memory harkens back to 

Aristotle's treatment of the subject in his treatise on 

memory, as well as his acknowledgment of the strong 

connection between memory and imagination: 
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It is apparent, then, to which part of the soul 

memory belongs, namely the same part as that to 

which imagination belongs. And it is the objects 

of imagination that are remembered in their own 

right, whereas things that are not grasped without 

imagination are remembered in virtue of an 

incidental association. (qtd. in Sorabji 49) 

Aristotle's and Carruthers' observations prove noteworthy 

when juxtaposed against memoria, for it is a blending of 

these definitions of memory and the canon of memory which 

has influenced, to varying degrees, the twentieth-century 

perspective of numerous creative artists. This idea is 

clearly apparent in Porter's Miranda cycle stories. 



7 

As Porter notes in many of her essays and interviews, 

memory informs her fiction to such an extent that it becomes 

a controlling metaphor, or as Robert Penn Warren states, 

"irony with a center" ("Irony" 93). In fact, memory in 

Porter's works adheres to Mark Freeman's explanation of 

fiction as a means of rewriting the self, a concept which he 

defines as "the process by which one's past and indeed 

oneself is figured anew through interpretation" (3). 

According to Freeman, the acts of remembering and recol

lection involve the redefinition of one's past to the point 

that memories become "appropriated into the fabric of the 

self" and thus allow for a new view and interpretation of 

one's life experiences (171). Freeman further emphasizes 

the correlation among memory, interpretation, and writing: 

Consider the word "recollection" itself: while the 

"re" makes reference to the past, "collection" 

makes reference to a present act, an act [. . ] 

of gathering together what might have been 

dispersed or lost. Framed another way, the word 

recollection holds within it reference to the two 

distinct ways we often speak about history: as the 

trail of past events or "past presents" that have 

culminated in now and as the act of writing, the 

act of gathering them together, se l ectively and 

imaginatively, into a followable story. This in 
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turn implies at least two things. First, without 

a trail of past events, there would be no story to 

tell. Second, without an act of historical imagi

nation, designed to give meaning and significance 

to these events and to glean the possible nexus of 

their interrelationship, there would be no past 

and indeed no self, but only a sequence of dis

persed accidents. ( 4 7) 

Freeman's ideas of recollection in terms of past, 

present, and ultimately future figure prominently in 

Porter's multi-faceted rhetorical use of memory in a number 

of instances in her short fiction. Not only does Porter 

follow Aristotle's sequential time pattern in De Memoria et 

Reminiscentia, but her sense of memory adheres to phi

losopher Henri Bergson's concept of time as duree as 

explained in his work Time and Free Will. Bergson defines 

duree (i.e., pure duration) as a state in which the present 

is not separated from the past or the future and one in 

which time is not set up in any particular order. Pure 

duration does not occur in a linear fashion "but forms both 

the past and the present states into an organic whole, as 

happens when we recall the notes of a tune, melting, so to 

speak, into one another" (100). Furthermore, Bergson's 

explanation of time as nonlinear ties in with Aristotle's 

emphasis on memory in relation to time. As Aristotle 



observes, 

[. .] memory is not perception or conception, 

but a state or affection connected with one of 

these, when time has elapsed. There is no memory 

of the present at the present [. • J • But 

perception is of the present, prediction of the 

future, and memory of the past. And this is why 

all memory involves time. (qtd. in Sorabji 48) 

These theories, when applied to the Miranda stories, 

show Porter's skillful merging of time and memory. In the 
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Miranda cycle, Porter consistently shows each protagonist's 

functioning in a Bergsonian realm of time as past, present, 

and future converge through the vehicle of memory. Critics 

have discussed the blending of time in Porter's fiction, but 

they have overlooked this blending from a rhetorical stand-

point in terms of Bergson's philosophy. In a journal entry 

of 1936, Porter herself notes the role that time and memory 

play in her fiction: 

One of the most disturbing habits of the human 

mind is its willful and destructive forgetting of 

whatever in its past does not flatter or confirm 

its present point of view. I must very often 

refer far back in time to seek the meaning of 

explanation of today' s smallest event [. . ] . 

The constant exercise of memory seems to be the 
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chief occupation of my mind, and all my experience 

seems to be simply memory [. .] . Now and again 

thousands of memories converge, harmonize, arrange 

themselves around a central idea in a coherent 

form, and I write a story. 

Collected Essays 449) 

("Notes on Writing" 

Thus not only does memory facilitate Porter's creative 

process, it serves as the essence of her short fiction, 

turning in upon itself while simultaneously mirroring past 

reflections from different angles. 

By blurring the lines of demarcation along the time/ 

memory continuum, Porter illustrates repeatedly in the 

Miranda stories that the present plays the role of servant 

to the past and that "' [t]he fruits of [the] present are in 

a future [. . ] far off [. . ] '" ("The Circus" Collected 

Stories 347) In numerous instances throughout the short 

story cycle, Miranda confronts the past in her daily life, 

but it is a past which she has never experienced first-hand. 

The past to which Miranda bows belongs to her Grandmother, 

who filters the present through recollections and memories 

of by-gone days. C. F. Keppler's observations in The 

Literature of the Second Self provide further insight 

regarding the concept of time and memory, especially when 

adapted to Porter's fiction: 

[. . ] the Timeless world is not absolutely 
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unfamiliar to us. The human mind, though 

habitually thinking in terms of Time sequence, 

also habitually thinks in ways that to some extent 

violate the rules of Time. On the one hand it 

sweeps all past things into the grave of the 

"gone," but on the other hand it is constantly 

resuscitating these corpses, bringing them forward 

into the present, often with such warmth and 

vividness as to push the present moment into the 

far background of consciousness. Through the 

faculties of memory and anticipation every mind 

has had at least a faint taste of an existence 

beyond Time [. . ] . (163) 

Keppler's discussion of the Timeless world offers a profound 

understanding of Miranda's perceptions and Porter's own 

reliance on the realms of time and memory in her fiction. 

Amid the blending of memory and time which informs the 

Miranda stories, Porter also rhetorically combines each 

character's self-realization and knowledge with silence. In 

fact, it is the silent introspection which often results ln 

Miranda's misinterpreting and forming incorrect conclusions, 

a process which can be linked to I. A. Richards' definition 

of rhetoric as the "systematic study of the inherent and 

necessary opportunities for misunderstanding which language 

offers (Speculative Instruments 74). Janis P. Stout offers 
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valuable insight into silence in Porter's fiction in 

Strategies of Reticence: Silence and Meaning in the Works of 

Jane Austen, Willa Cather, Katherine Anne Porter, and Joan 

Didion. Stout's analysis shows the extent to which silence 

functions in Porter's Miranda cycle. Porter, much in the 

same fashion as Jane Austen, "uses omissions, understate

ments, and silences mainly for analysis, to isolate and 

clarify meanings without spreading them boldly before the 

reader in so many words" (21). Ultimately Porter's works 

"bring the reader up to the point, then stop, letting that 

point be made silently, in the space that echoes after the 

cutting off" (23). 

Stout's attention to silence stems from numerous works 

devoted to the subject. One 1967 study, Susan Sontag's "The 

Aesthetics of Silence," approaches the topic of silence from 

a variety of viewpoints. Although focusing primarily on the 

visual arts, Sontag, nevertheless, addresses silence and its 

function in both literature and speech acts. While silence 

moves to the forefront in works that make use of it as a 

rhetorical strategy, Sontag notes that silence never becomes 

an absolute: 

A genuine emptiness, a pure silence, are not 

feasible--either conceptually or in fact. If only 

because the artwork exists in a world furnished 

with many other things, the artist who creates 
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silence or emptiness must produce something 

dialectical: a full void/ an enriching emptiness/ 

a resonating or eloquent silence. Silence 

remains/ inescapably, a form of speech (in many 

instances, of complaint or indictment) and an 

element in a dialogue. ( 11) 

Sontag further explains that speech in and of itself can 

bring about silence: "[. .] without the polarity of 

silence, the whole system of language would fail. And 

beyond its generic function as the dialectical opposite of 

speech, silence--like speech--also has more specifics, less 

inevitable uses" (19). Sontag's observations, when applied 

to the Miranda stories, illuminate Porter's use of silence 

ln her works. Miranda's silences allow for introspection 

and provide her the means by which to work out the confusing 

speech acts and utterances that occur when adults converse 

with one another and when they converse with children. 

Silence thus serves as the center of the communication gaps 

which exist in the Miranda stories. 

Interestingly, Sontag notes the association between 

memory and silence in her reference to Eastern influence: 

Krishnamurthi claims that we must give up 

psychological, as distinct from factual, memory. 

Otherwise, we keep filling up the new with the 

old, closing off experience by hooking each 
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experience onto the last. 

We must destroy continuity (which is insured by 

psychological memory) , by going to the end of each 

emotion or thought. 

And after the end, what supervenes (for a 

while) is silence. (23) 

From this perspective, Porter's characters filter their 

lives through the spectrum of psychological memories; they 

constantly function in a world bound to the past, and they 

structure their lives based on the old order. Silence 

infiltrates the characters' psychological memories across 

time in a manner that Max Picard explains in The World of 

Silence: 

There is [. .] more silence ln one person than 

can be used in a single human life. That is why 

every human utterance is surrounded by a mystery. 

The silence in a man stretches out beyond the 

single human life. In this silence man is 

connected with past and future generations. (21) 

Some of Porter's characters (such as Nannie in "The 

Last Leaf" and Great-Aunt Eliza in "The Fig Tree" ) break 

from this "connect[ion] with past and future generations;" 

but most characters (such as the Grandmother, Sophia Jane 

Rhea Gay, who dominates "The Old Order" sketches; Uncle 

Jimbilly of "The Witness;'' and Cousin Eva Parrington in "Old 
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Mortality") seem to be trapped in a past not of their own 

making. It must be left to Miranda, the representative of 

the new order, to break from psychological memory and 

embrace factual memory. She attempts this feat in "Old 

Mortality" when, on a train bound to her ancestral home, she 

runs into her Cousin Eva. Both Miranda and Cousin Eva are 

en route to attend the funeral of Gabriel, the husband of 

the late legendary Aunt Amy. Miranda's break with the past 

begins when she ascertains that Cousin Eva's perception of 

Amy represents yet another distorted version of the truth. 

As Cousin Eva relates her side of the Amy story, Miranda 

thinks, "'Of course it was not like that. This is no more 

true than what I was told before, it's every bit as 

romantic' [. . ] " ("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 216) 

The definitive and final break occurs when Miranda feels 

ostracized as she watches her father Harry and her Cousin 

Eva chatting together: 

They were precisely themselves; their eyes 

cleared, their voices relaxed into perfect 

naturalness, they need not weigh their words or 

calculate the effect of their manner. "It is I 

who have no place,'' thought Miranda. "Where are 

my own people and my own time?" She resented, 

slowly and deeply in profound silence, the 

presence of these aliens who lectured and 
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admonished her, who loved her with bitterness and 

denied her the right to look at the world with her 

own eyes, who demanded that she accept their 

version of life and yet could not tell her the 

truth, not in the smallest thing. "I hate them 

both," her most inner and secret mind said 

plainly, "I will be free of them, I shall not 

remember them." (219) 

But the last lines of the story indicate that Miranda's 

attempt to break free cannot succeed: "Let them go on 

explaining how things happened. [. .] At least I can know 

the truth about what happens to me, she assured herself 

silently, making a promise to herself, in her hopefulness, 

her ignorance" (221). As she acknowledges these things to 

herself, Miranda's silence contents her; it is reminiscent 

of John Cage's words that "This space of time is organized I 

We need not fear these silences,-- I we may love them" (109-

10) . 

Katherine Anne Porter's inclusion of silence in the 

Miranda stories ties in directly with her characters' search 

for truth and knowledge. Thus, Porter not only uses silence 

as a rhetorical strategy, but she also implements knowing as 

a rhetorical strategy as well. Rhetoric as a way of knowing 

embraces the idea "that the purpose of rhetoric is not only 

to persuade but to generate knowledge" (Golden 60 3 ) . 
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Furthermore, the concept of rhetoric as a means to construct 

knowledge incorporates the idea of truth and ways of 

arriving at truth; thus "truth is to be negotiated through 

argument, and [. .] one of the abiding concerns of any 

discourse is to unite wisdom with eloquence" (603). These 

rhetorical precepts apply to Porter's Miranda cycle in a 

two-fold m~nner: 1) specifically, to Miranda in her silent, 

internal arguments as she searches for truth and knowledge 

within the constructs and constrictions of her society as 

she attempts to find a balance between the old order 

comprised of memory and the new order comprised of a linear 

progression of time; and 2) generally, as Porter presents 

Miranda's attained wisdom through stylistic eloquence, one 

of Porter's most noted artistic abilities. 

Porter further utilizes the rhetorical strategy of 

silence as it pertains to Miranda's quest for truth and 

knowing. Throughout the short story cycle, Miranda's 

perception of the truth comes via her keen sensitivity and 

observation, as well as through her 11 fine set of antennae 

radiating from every pore of her skin [. . ] " ( "The Grave" 

Collected Stories 365). And even in the stories in which 

Miranda is not the protagonist, silence remains throughout 

as the characters struggle with and attempt to arrive at 

some semblance of wisdom and knowledge. Indeed, the Miranda 

cycle stories have an element of hushed silence, o f dampered 
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muteness about them, due to the psychological and internal 

mechanisms of the characters' thought processes. 

The silences and communicative gaps which exist among 

Porter's characters can best be understood through I. A. 

Richards' semantic triangle, a device that visually 

illustrates his theory of meaning and of rhetoric as a way 

of knowing . In The Meaning of Meaning (co-authored with C. 

K. Ogden), Richards provides a diagram of his theory. The 

fol lowing example is a modified version of his ideas: 

THOUGHT OR UPJtUNCJt 

&YKll·~~-· ., .... .. ········ ··········-st;,;;;Ls"j";;,.· · ···· · ·· ·· · · · ·· ··· ···· · ;;~JtXlfT 

(an imputd relation) 

(11) 

In terms of the semantic triangle's function, critics Sonja 

K. Foss, Karen A. Foss, and Robert Trapp explain the import 

and relevance of Richards' paradigm: 

At each of the three corners of a triangle are the 

three major components in the p r ocess of meaning-

symbol, reference or thought, and referent or the 

object of thought. At the top of the t r iangle, 
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"reference" indicates the realm of memory where 

recollections of past experiences and contexts 

occur. "Referents" are the objects that are 

perceived and that create the impressions stored 

in the thought area, and "symbol" is the word that 

calls up the referent through the mental processes 

of the reference. (33) 

Ultimately, problems in communication arise because of the 

tendency of human beings to believe that words are equiva

lent to the reality of things. For instance, as James 

Golden, Goodwin F. Bergquist, and Wi l liam E. Coleman state, 

when one verbalizes or thinks, for example, the word dog, 

human nature leads one to act as if the three-letter word 

(i.e., symbol) DOG lS in reality an animal which runs, 

sleeps, eats, growls, and barks. Thus, humans tend to 

confuse the symbol/word with the real object (242). 

This confusion between the word as symbol with the real 

object occurs frequently throughout the pages of Porter's 

Miranda cycle. By placing the semantic triangle in the 

context of any act of communication, the meaning which 

Porter's characters derive from their speech acts and their 

conversations becomes clear to the reader--but not always to 

the characters. Thus, a construct of meaning for two 

different characters viewing the same situation or object 

might be charted in the following manner: 
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Person A: Dangerous animal; 
avoid any contact (Thought/Reference) 

"Dog" (Symbol) ~ ~ (Referent) 

Person B: Friendlyt affectionate. 
soft creature (Thought/Reference) 

"Dog"(Symbol) ~ ~ (Referent) 
(Foss 35) 

The triangle likewise explains how what appears on a surface 

level as insensitivity on the part of adults in relation to 

children is actually a gap in meaning and perspective that 

occurs when the two generations, or the old order and the 

new order, attempt to communicate and relate to one another. 

Hence Richards; semantic triangle serves as a construct for 

explaining how Porter's characters achieve understanding and 

knowledge not only through silence but also through memory 

processes influenced by a Bergsonian concept of time. 

The link which exists between the canon of memory and 

rhetoric as a way of knowing stretches back to antiquity. 

Mary Carruthers notes that even for the earliest writers, 

"memory is a central feature of knowledge- - its very basis in 

fact--whether through 'recollection' (as for Plato) or as 

the agent building 'experience' (as for Aristotle)" (16) . 

Likewise, the concept of rhetoric as a way of knowi n g has 
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influenced numerous twentieth-century theorists and writers. 

Mark Freeman asserts in his discussion of the connection 

between writing and knowledge that "there is no getting 

around the fact that narrative, like interpretation itself, 

is an unsurpassable feature of what we now think of as human 

self-understanding" (48). Freeman's views parallel Porter's 

belief that it is the artist's responsibility to form 

meaning out of experience: "Surely, we understand very 

little of what is happening to us at any given moment. But 

by remembering, comparing, waiting to know the consequences, 

we can sometimes see what an event really meant, what it was 

trying to teach us" ("An Interview" 13). And it seems to be 

the quest for self-understanding which brings Miranda and 

the other protagonists in Porter's story cycle to knowledge, 

and ultimately to truth, a form of rhetorical theory 

explored generally by several scholars and specifically by 

the French theorist Michel Foucault. 

Foucault's concept of truth revolves around his theory 

of social knowledge, a concept which rhetorician Thomas 

Farrell defines as a type of "knowledge which must be 

assumed if rhetorical discourse is to function effectively" 

(610). According to Farrell, "[s]ocial knowledge comprises 

conceptions of symbolic relationships among problems, 

persons, interests, and actions, which imply (when accepted ) 

certain notions of preferable public behavior" ( 610) . 
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Looking at this concept from a historical perspective, 

Foucault explores the idea of "what constitutes knowledge in 

a given period in history" and examines the characteristics 

of the discourse deemed acceptable by society's standards at 

the time it is spoken (Golden 439). According to Foucault's 

theory, any discourse can be defined "as a system of 

possibility for knowledge" (Philip 69); furthermore, an 

acceptable discourse "is made up of a limited number of 

statements for which a group of conditions can be defined," 

and is governed by the social context in which it exists 

(Foucault Archaeology 117). Foucault outlines thought

provoking ideas which question the foundational concepts of 

knowledge and reality in the following excerpt: 

But what if empirical knowledge, at a given time 

and in a given culture, did possess a well-defined 

regularity? If the very possibility of recording 

facts, of allowing oneself to be convinced by 

them, of distorting them in traditions or of 

making purely speculative use of them, if even 

this was not at the mercy of chance? If errors 

(and truths), the practice of old beliefs, 

including not only genuine discoveries, but also 

the most naive notions, obeyed, at a given moment, 

the laws of a certain code of knowledge? If, in 

short, the history of non-formal knowledge had 
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itself a system? (Order xi-x) 

Foucault believes that these ideas which question the 

aspects of social knowledge can be measured; when utterances 

"adhere to a consistent, repeatable pattern and employ 

similar rules, they may be classified as epistemes or 

discursive formations which represent the shared knowledge 

of an historical period" (Golden 439). 

Foucault's views suggest that conformity to widely 

acceptable social rules governs an individual's expression 

of knowledge via the utterance of propositional statements; 

and even though an individual may not be aware of the rules 

which affect discourse, these rules, nonetheless, dictate 

the discourse of knowledge claims (439, 440). In fact, 

these rules are not followed consciously by individuals, but 

[. .] provide the necessary preconditions for 

the formation of statements, and as such they 

operate "behind the backs" of speakers of a 

discourse. Indeed, the place, function and 

character of the "knowers," authors and audiences 

of a discourse are also a function of discursive 

rules. (Philip 69) 

But the rules which govern the episteme or discursive 

formation can change from one historical period to another, 

as Foss, Foss, and Trapp explain: 

only one episteme can dominate at any one time 
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because the structure governing the episteme is so 

fundamental that in the age of one episteme, to 

think by means of another is impossible. The 

uniqueness of each episteme also suggests that no 

significant relationship exist among different 

epistemes. They appear in succession, without any 

evident rationale or reason; they are not built on 

each other, nor are they created in response to 

each other. [. .] Discontinuity exists between 

epistemes, then, for each one constitutes a break 

from the previous episteme and this creates a 

radically different intellectual framework with 

which to view the world. (217) 

Although Foucault's theories of rhetoric as knowing 

focus principally on empirical and scientific knowledge per 

se, his ideas can be applied to the social constraints and 

mores which wield power over the characters in the Miranda 

cycle. Margaret Bolsterli's article "'Bound' Characters in 

Porter, Welty/ McCullers: The Prerevolutionary Status of 

Women in American Fiction" provides a context by which to 

adapt Foucault 1 S ideas to Porter's works. Bolsterli 

explains that the revolutionary attitudes that shifted 

toward women from 1960 to 1975 placed new emphasis on how a 

woman's situation in society was portrayed by women fiction 

writers shortly prior to this time. Porter's characters, 
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according to Bolsterli/ depict "a world view that imprisoned 

characters/ readers/ and writers in a pattern which dictated 

that women could neither take their lives into their own 

hands nor achieve self-realization outside the roles society 

had chosen for them" (95). Interestingly/ Bolsterli notes 

that the women characters/ aspirations/ when juxtaposed 

against their ability to reach their goals (if 1 in fact/ 

they had the vision to set goals) 1 lead to overt tension in 

Porter 1 S (as well as Welty 1 s and McCullers/) fiction. Yet 

"while it is obvious that the authors were well aware of 

their characters/ often pathetic situations/ they were 

powerless to have them behave otherwise than society would 

have them behave" ( 95) . 

Bolsterli further points out that the irony of Porter's 

and other women writers/ fiction lies in the fact that while 

it can elicit emotions from readers ranging from feelings of 

despair to rage/ at the time of its publication this fiction 

merely represented a realistic depiction of society and the 

way most individuals believed things should be. Bolsterli 

concludes/ like Foucault
1 

that underlying sets of mores and 

ideas rule society/s views: 

The truth
1 

that these characters are human beings 

caught in a web of biological determination and 

societal expectation that prevents their self

fulfillment/ was simply too obvious to be seen. 



They were supposed to be caught in it; any 

alternative was as unimaginable to the reader as 

it was to the characters. In an important way 
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this fiction defines the prerevolutionary state of 

women: that is the way things were, and as is 

usual with prerevolutionary states, it is 

difficult for hindsight to understand why the 

revolution was so long in coming, except that the 

answer to that is as securely built into the 

situation as the concept of the apple was built 

into the Garden of Eden: there were no acceptable 

alternatives to society's expectations for women 

and there cannot be revolution without a vision of 

alternatives to the status quo. (95-96) 

Thus, ln the cyclical historical view presented in the 

Miranda stories by Porter, "each generation is doomed to 

repeat the errors of the preceding generation, errors which 

each can recognize in the other, but hardly ever in itself" 

(Walsh "Miranda's Ghost" 61). Through awareness of 

Foucault's concept of discursive formations, the knowledge 

that each generation gleans from its societal constraints 

becomes more apparent. 

The epistemes that control historical periods not only 

regulate written and spoken discourse; they also regulate 

silences and discourses which are considered inappropriate 
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or taboo. In order to understand and uncover the silences 

within a given historical period, as well as to acquire 

concrete information regarding the function of epistemes, 

Foucault provides numerous views which should be considered 

regarding a historical period's unspoken rules of discourse. 

As summarized by Mark Philip, Foucault's concerns focus on 

[ . . ] what rules permit certain statements to be 

made; what rules order these statements; what 

rules permit us to identify some statements as 

true and some as false; what rules allow the 

construction of a map, model or classificatory 

system; what rules allow us to identify certain 

individuals as authors; and what rules are 

revealed when an object of discourse is modified 

or transformed--as when homicidal monomania 

becomes viewed as moral degeneration or paranoid 

schizophrenia. ( 6 9) 

The silences which occur as a result of the ruling 

episteme abound in Porter's fiction. Porter's artistic 

vision, although hindered by the discursive formation of her 

era, nevertheless shines through her works and her life. As 

Robert Brinkmeyer asserts, 

Porter's [. .] desires may have had much to do 

with her position as a woman artist in a 

patriarchal society. Her ascetic conception of 
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.] may be understood 

as a distorted version of the selflessness and 

self-sacrifice demanded of women by the Western 

patriarchal tradition--distorted because Porter 

turns the very ascetic practice that has long 

silenced women and held them in place into an 

instrument of power for establishing a voice. 

(Primitivism 10-11) 

Brinkmeyer's observations are apt when juxtaposed against 

Foucault's belief that when objects or ideas are classified, 

we are forced to function within a realm of possibility , a 

realm that both allows us and prevents us from do i ng certain 

things as defined by the system of discourse (Philip 70 ) . 

Ultimately, Foucault's thoughts provide an interesting 

perspective for understanding how knowledge is generat e d and 

attained within a given time period. "In effect, h e is 

saying that if we want a viable rhetoric of the future , we 

need to reexamine the past again and again to s e e what 

possibilities we have overlooked, or what potenti a l l y rich 

ideas have been silenced or excluded" (Golden 4 44 - 45 ) . And 

by resurrecting the past in order to uncover buried ideas 

and concepts, Foucault embraces the concept of t ime, a n d by 

association, memory. Philip explains: 

The "course" of history, the narrativ e of human 

agency from past to present, is a n i llusion. Our 
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past is always an invention of our present -- and 

our present, it seems, must always see itself as a 

peak preceded by the lowly foothills of our 

imagined past. Foucault attacks this progressive 

view of history. Against order he sets haphazard 

conflicts--against consensus, incessant struggle. 

There is and can be no end to struggle; 

individuals remain caught in webs of contingency 

from which there is no escape because there is no 

constant human nature, no essential human "being" 

that can stand outside the web and act to 

counterpoise this flux and impose a narrativ e 

order. (78) 

Yet Katherine Anne Porter maintains that this flux and 

chaos of life can be given a narrative order : he r e i n lies 

the responsibility of the artist to socie ty . In an 

interview conducted by Barbara Thompson in 1 96 3, Po r te r 

adamantly expresses her belief: 

But I tell you, nothing is pointless, and no thing 

is meaningless if the artist will fa c e it. And 

it's his business to face it. He ha s n ' t got t he 

right to sidestep it like tha t . Huma n lif e i tsel f 

may be almost pure chaos, but t he wo r k o f the 

artist--the only thing he's good for -- is t o take 

these handfuls of confusion a n d disparat e things, 
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things that seem to be irreconcilable, and put 

them together in a frame to give them some kind of 

shape and meaning. Even if its only his view of a 

meaning. That's what he's for--to give his view 

of life. ("An Interview" 13) 

Thus, while Porter's fiction emphasizes Foucault's and 

other theorists' concepts of rhetoric as a way of knowing, 

it likewise challenges these views as well. And Porter 

attempts to bring a sense of order and meaning to her 

fiction through the canon of memory, memory which functions 

in a Bergsonian realm of time that is infiltrated with 

silence. 



CHAPTER II 

"THEY TALKED ABOUT THE PAST, REALLY--ALWAYS ABOUT THE PAST": 

MEMORY AS A WAY OF KNOWING IN "THE OLD ORDER" 

The canon of memory and rhetoric as a way of knowing 

serve numerous functions in Katherine Anne Porter's "The Old 

Order." Even though each of the seven sketches which 

comprise this collection can stand alone as an independent 

story, to understand Katherine Anne Porter's reliance on 

memory and rhetoric as a way of knowing, the sketches should 

be examined as individual pieces which contribute to a 

larger scheme and unified whole. As William L. Nance notes, 

the works "function fully only when seen as parts of a 

whole" (Rejection 85). James Tanner adamantly states that 

"the seven pieces in this group must be read as a unit 

rather than as seven separate and distinct works; otherwise 

Porter's intentional grouping of the pieces is violated" 

(67). Yet approaching the collection as a whole proves 

difficult since the stories seem to be, at least in terms of 

time, out of order. The opening story, "The Source," deals 

with Miranda's Grandmother's yearly trip to her country 

home, undertaken mainly for the purpose of setting the 

household in order. "The Journey" focuses primarily on the 

Grandmother and her relationship with Nannie, who had been a 
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slave of the family and who became the Grandmother's friend 

and companion. The story ends with the Grandmother's sudden 

death. "The Witness" introduces the grandchildren by name 

for the first time--Miranda, Maria, and Paul--and presents 

the stories and reminiscences of Uncle Jimbilly, another 

former slave of the family. It is unclear in this story 

whether the Grandmother is living or deceased, for she is 

only alluded to by Uncle Jimbilly. Next, the story "The 

Circus" focuses on Miranda's terrifying experience under the 

big top and her growing awareness of the discrepancies 

between the child's world and the adult's world. In this 

story the Grandmother is still alive and is an integral 

component and the governing force of the family. "The Last 

Leaf'' examines Nannie's life and attitudes after the 

Grandmother's death. The Grandmother appears alive and well 

in "The Fig Tree," where the conflict between her and her 

sister Eliza forms a subplot to Miranda's traumatic 

experience of thinking she has buried a chick alive. 

Finally, in "The Grave," the Grandmother's husband's remains 

are exhumed and come to rest in the city cemetery, an 

unearthing of the past which is juxtaposed against Miranda's 

awareness of life and death. 

Obviously, these sketches do not function chronologi-

cally as many stories in a collection of this type do (as, 

for instance, in Eudora Welty's The Golden Apples ) . But, as 



Jane DeMouy notes, chronological order does not support 

Porter's rhetorical purposes in terms of memory and 

knowledge: 

It should be noted that the stories are not a 

chronological sequence, but a psychological one. 

[. .] This psychological sequence moves, not 
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from year to year, or event to event, but from 

outer experience to inner effect, recording the 

impressions which have made the child mother of 

the woman. [. .] These vignettes are parts of 

the whole of Miranda's psyche; consequently, the 

"character sketches" which some critics have been 

loathe to call stories have a collective impact in 

relation to each other that they do not 

separately. [ . . J (115 - 16) 

DeMouy's views explain Porter's use of Bergsonian time, a 

realm of time that dominates "The Old Order." As time works 

chronologically in each individual story, Miranda and other 

characters' thoughts subordinate the traditional concept of 

time to a time sequence comprised of images, multiple 

realities, and layers of memories which form a time paradigm 

that is not structured by the marked increments of a clock 

or the confined squares of a calendar. Memories and time 

converge throughout, forming a realm where past, present, 

and future become one. In addition to the Bergsonian 
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concept of time, the narrative of the multi-generational 

collection raises each story to a time of mythic proportion 

which is influenced by the "recollective past, present and 

projective future" (Hafen 491). 

DeMouy's analysis of "The Old Order" further notes that 

the importance of the collection reflects "a dual point of 

view in each episode which unifies the whole and culminates 

in 'The Grave.' This double-layered perception is the key 

to the point of these brief incidents" (117). According to 

DeMouy, this perception belongs simultaneously to the child 

Miranda and the adult Miranda as she remembers, evaluates, 

and organizes the past as well as the present in her mind's 

eye. This dual consciousness establishes a tone of irony ln 

"The Source" and "The Witness," provides an objective 

omniscient viewpoint in "The Journey" and "The Last Leaf," 

and presents "in essence a mental retrospective of all 

visions capable of emerging Lazarus-like from their burial 

places in Miranda's unconscious" in "The Grave" (118 ) . 

Assuredly, these brilliant stories are "the product of an 

autobiographical regression and a further narrowing of 

vision down to the inner core of memory" (Nance Rejection 

157). The dual layers of meaning and memory--not only for 

Miranda but for the reader, due to Porter's characters and 
I 

scenes which are "sparsely chiseled in her careful art, 

[and] remain in the memory" (Howell "Southern Writer" 12 ) --



attest to Porter's rhetorical skill, precision, and 

artistry. 
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In addition to the numerous layers of memory and 

meaning in "The Old Order," a multitude of themes can be 

gleaned from the collection as well. Thadias M. Davis argues 

that Porter depicts "small portraits of evolving awareness 

of how one fits into spaces and families, into history and 

region, and into categories such as race and gender, while 

attempting to grasp the meaning of memory and imagination" 

(425) . Jan Pinkerton proposes that most critics view the 

sketches as Porter's attempt "to understand the interrela

tionship of her past and present worlds--and this, to be 

sure, is their principal theme" (315). Still other critics 

run the gamut from affirming that no theme exists in the 

collection (Howell "Southern Writer" 10), to insisting that 

the sketches symbolize Miranda's contact with and perception 

of "evil, sin and death lurking in life" (Suzue 96). While 

these analyses show insight into Porter's short stories, 

they fail to observe the significance of the collection's 

title, which offers the most substantial evidence of the 

main theme that Porter explores. "As the title of the story 

sequence indicates, Miranda's primary task is figuring out 

what to make of the South's 'old order' as embodied in her 

family and its conception of itself and [. . J of the 

world created by her grandmother" (Brinkmeyer Primitivism 
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157) . James Tanner makes a viable case for the significance 

of the title; he emphasizes the misreadings of "The Old 

Order" by other critics: 

If we keep in mind that all seven of these pieces 

are "Miranda" stories, and that all these stories 

are to be taken as thematically preliminary to 

"Old Mortality" (the author's ultimate solution 

for Miranda, her quest for a "new order"), 

Porter's intention in grouping them under the 

general title "The Old Order" seems clear. 

Miranda will come to demand a new order, one that 

does not require her enslavement to the old order, 

that is the Southern myth, caricatured throughout 

the seven pieces. This group has no doubt been 

continuously misread because readers are not on 

the alert for Porter's keen sense of caricature, 

though caricature abounds throughout. The most 

serious misreading of these seven pieces is the 

one that causes the critic to maintain that 

Katherine Anne Porter is the champion of a "Gone 

with the Wind" type of Southern myth. A genuinely 

close reading [. .] reveals that Porter 

viciously caricatures Southern manners, Southern 

character, Southern narratives, the whole Southern 

mystique with a view to its ultimate rejection. 
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And it is absolutely clear that Miranda in the end 

will reject the Southern myth, though not without 

a struggle. (66-67) 

Tanner's argument also parallels the shifting 

historical episteme taking place in the story sequence. 

Miranda's questioning epitomizes this shift, and her 

rejection affirms the establishment of a new discursive 

formation. In an era in which questions of social 

institutions and values were never discussed except by those 

who were labeled as rebellious (Miranda's Aunt Amy being an 

example), it falls upon the next generation to evaluate and 

ponder the deeper meanings and implications of society's 

established mores. Granted, there are those who surface 

from the constraints of the old order dictum (note the 

Grandmother's breast feeding Nannie's baby in "The Journey" 

or Nannie's leaving the Rhea family in "The Last Leaf" after 

the Grandmother's death). But these actions are considered 

the quirks of unique individuals or one-time occurrences 

outside society's expected norm. Miranda's situation 

differs in that she ultimately questions objectively the old 

order from every angle possible, despite her limited 

experience and knowledge. It is this very questioning that 

leads Miranda to knowledge, whether the questions she poses 

be uttered openly or pondered silently. Miranda, at the end 

of "The Grave" and, ultimately, at the end of "Old 
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Mortality," symbolically represents the new order and the 

generation who will be responsible for its establishment. 

This discursive formation emerges clearly when Porter's "The 

Old Order" is examined in detail, and Porter's rhetorical 

use of silence, time, memory, and knowing also become 

apparent. 

"The Source," the opening story of "The Old Order," 

begins with a description of the Grandmother's annual 

journey from her home in town: "Once a year, in early 

summer, after school was closed and the children were to be 

sent to the farm, the Grandmother began to long for the 

country" ("The Source" Collected Stories 321). The longing 

the Grandmother experiences at the change of the seasons may 

be attributed to her need to reclaim some emotion or feeling 

that the farm holds for her. As Joseph Wiesenfarth states, 

the Grandmother 

[. .] finds she must return to the farm each 

spring, a return which is for her a source of 

something. Of what, it is unclear. Perhaps of 

life, perhaps of self-assurance, perhaps even of 

self-deception about the waste and disorder that 

time is working in her. 

47-48) 

("Internal Opposition" 

Granted, all of Wiesenfarth's reasons are valid. Yet a 

close reading of the text offers alternative answers. The 
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longing comes not in early spring, as Wiesenfarth mistakenly 

asserts, but in early summer. The error deserves 

consideration; if it were the spring season that stirred the 

Grandmother's sense of longing, Wiesenfarth's speculations 

as to her return to the country would hold merit. Spring 

represents renewed growth, an awakening from the dead of one 

season to the new life of another, and a time of youth and 

innocence. But the early summer reference shows that the 

Grandmother desires to be in the country at a time that is 

symbolic of one's approaching maturity, a place near the 

height of awareness prior to the decline of one's 

capabilities. The references to school's closing for the 

term and the children's being sent to the farm indicate a 

sense of freedom and independence as well as a removal from 

the social constraints that the summer months bring. The 

country setting, in addition to the past for which it 

stands, functions as a well from which the Grandmother draws 

her strength. 

Wiesenfarth further notes that Porter's choice of 

writing "The Source" 

[. . ] in the past tense [. . ] gives ·the 

impression of a pattern of life repeated again and 

again. Irony sounds in the story, though, with 

the sense one has of Grandmother's lineal decline 

in the face of this circular pattern of renewal. 



Gently the story suggests that she is unable to 

accept the changes time brings, unable to accept 

and understand that the inevitable order of 

timeless laws must be accepted if any personal 

order is to be significant. (48) 
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Wiesenfarth concludes that the "surface order keeps 

from awareness the demands of a more radical personal need" 

on the Grandmother's part (48). Yet "The Source" implies 

that even in the midst of the Grandmother's declining years 

she finds strength and knowledge, although precisely what 

kind of knowledge remains a mystery. As Cristina Maria 

Teixeira aptly shows, the Grandmother's full name 

symbolically denotes these attributes: "[. .] Sophia means 

skill, inteligence (sic), wisdom; Jane is the feminine of 

John, which means literally: the Lord is gracious, and Rhea 

means the mother of the Gods" (50). The Grandmother's full 

name reflects the knowledge, experience, and strength she 

has gained, all character traits which move her toward an 

acceptance of time's passing. Assuredly, the Grandmother 

tries to stop time and control its progress, as exemplified 

by her putting things back in order at the farm. Yet 

contrary to Wiesenfarth's position, it is obvious that the 

Grandmother seems to realize that time brings change. 

Otherwise, she would not set aright the things that have 

gone askew; for, following this line of reasoning, nothing 
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would have altered during her absence nor would anything 

require straightening. Thus, time in "The Source" functions 

in three simultaneous patterns: linear (the progression of 

hours, days, months, and years), circular (the recurring 

season changes that mark the Grandmother's return to the 

farm each year), and Bergsonian (the sense that past, 

present, and future combine to form an eternal "farm 11 

moment). The irony of the story relies on the Grandmother's 

facade, skillfully presented by Porter. As the first story 

in "The Old Order" series, "The Source" misleads the reader 

into believing that the Grandmother obtains great strength 

and knowledge from her yearly trips. In ''The Journey," 

however, Porter shows the extent to which the Grandmother 

fails to accept and apply her knowledge to her own life. 

The importance of knowledge, strength, time, and order 

works on another level in "The Source'' as it pertains to the 

conflict between the old order and the new order. For the 

Grandmother, setting things in order means abiding by the 

rules of the old order. In fact, her "roots are in an order 

older than the old order and more enduring; here in part is 

the source of the strength which she transmits to Miranda" 

(Fetterley 11) . But it is not only strength that the 

Grandmother represents for Miranda. Jane DeMouy shows that 

the significance of the story's title denotes more than a 

source of strength. From Miranda's perception, the annual 
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farm journey becomes a ritualistic visit "by an all - powerful 

Earth Mother, without whose good will the place and its 

people would perish. Thus the reader is served notice that, 

for Miranda, this Grandmother is not only a person but a 

symbol of her world" (120). The story's title, therefore, 

not only refers to the Grandmother's knowledge and 

experience but to the other characters' knowledge and 

experience at the farm, too. 

Katherine Anne Porter's use of memory shapes the 

structure of "The Source" as the Grandmother reflects on 

activities she may have done in the past (or at least wanted 

to do) and would like to do in the future: 

She always imagined herself as walking at leisure 

in the shade of the orchards watching the peaches 

ripen; she spoke with longing of clipping the 

rosebushes, or of tying up the trellised 

honeysuckle with her own hands. She would pack up 

her summer-weight black skirts, her thin black

and-white basques, and would get out a broad

brimmed, rather battered straw shepherdess hat she 

had woven for herself just after the war. Tr ying 

it on, turning her head critically this way and 

that before the mirror, she would decide t hat it 

might do nicely for the sun and she always took it 

along, but never wore it. ( "The Source" Col l e c ted 
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Stories 321-22) 

The Grandmother's reminiscences reflect her 

romanticized view of the past which may or may not be based 

on fact. The description is ambiguous; the Grandmother may 

be envisioning the past as she remembers it, or, as Sylvia 

Grider points out in her discussion of memory ln Porter's 

works, "as it might have been [. .] or [. .] as it 

should have been [. . ] " ("Memories" 131) . Thus, the 

Grandmother's vision may represent a "creative reshaping of 

the past" (131), based on her sentimentality in relation to 

the old order regime. And as Grider also states, "How can 

anyone question that we all remember what we want to 

remember [. .]?" (130). Memory too becomes distorted in 

this instance due to the blending of the past, present, and 

future into one realm of time. The straw hat which the 

Grandmother takes to the farm but never wears is a relic of 

the past in many ways. The Grandmother had made the hat by 

hand shortly after the War of 1865, a metaphor for her 

attempt to weave together some kind of order out of the 

chaotic antebellum South. But the Grandmother's choice of a 

bonnet instead of the straw hat attests to the paradox of 

her: the bonnet is more practical for the hard work she will 

undertake at the farm. Thus, she puts the romantic past 

aside, symbolized by the straw hat, and takes up the present 

ordering of things, represented by the practical bonnet. 
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The Grandmother's journey to the farm affirms her 

return to the past and to her roots. Thus, the farm serves 

as a place where time ceases to function chronological l y; 

her arrival occurs amid "an indefinable sense of h omecoming, 

not to the house but to the black, rich soft land and the 

human beings living on it" ("The Source" Collected Stories 

322) . Interestingly, this return to the past involves the 

Grandmother's unuttered ordering of things in her own mind 

as she mentally arranges the disturbances she uncovers as 

she inspects the house and the grounds: 

Without removing her long veiled widow's bonnet, 

she would walk straight through the house, 

observing instantly that everything was out of 

order; pass out into the yards and gardens, 

silently glancing, making instant plans for 

changes; down the narrow path pas t the barns, with 

a glance into and around them as she went , a 

glance of firm and purposeful censure; and on past 

the canebrake to the left, the hayfields to the 

right, until she arrived at the row of Negro huts 

that ran along the bois d'arc hedge . (322 ) 

The rhetorical use of silence in this excerpt functions 

on numerous levels. As Janis Stout notes, "what is unsaid 

lS as important as what is said " in Porter's fiction . The 

reader must fill in the silence and speculate about what the 
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characters do not say, "and that act of speculation in 

itself lends weight to the unsaid" ("Porter's Reserve" 287). 

As Stout observes, Porter's use of silence, "this sense that 

something has been kept in reserve," lends itself to the 

tightly structured and compressed style for which Porter is 

noted (287) . Even though the Grandmother does not orally 

speak her dissatisfaction to the others around her, her body 

language and facial expressions communicate clearly. This 

passive/aggressive behavior serves its purpose, for the 

Grandmother probably learns more from the hired hands with 

her stoic approach than she would with outright accusations . 

As the narrator states, the Negroes follow the Grandmother , 

"trying to explain that things was just a little out of 

shape right now because they'd had so much outside work they 

hadn't just been able to straighten out the way they meant 

to; but they were going to get at it right away" ("The 

Source" Collected Stories 323). In some instances the 

Grandmother's rhetorical silence may serve as a trap for 

those who have let things go awry at the farm. Her silence, 

which prompts the farm employees to defend themselves 

verbally, may be the Grandmother's way of justifying her 

"pleasant greeting to all, which in no way promised 

exemption from the wrath to come, [. . ] " due to the 

disorderly state of the farm in her absence (323 ) . In many 

ways her rhetorical silence mirrors the paradox of a 
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Christian South which could justify the bondage of a race; 

her silence also represents a microcosm of the larger 

Southern society as it attempts to find balance between the 

declining old order and the rising new order. 

Even in the midst of the freedom and independence which 

the country affords, the order that the Grandmother demands 

filters down to the grandchildren. As the society of the 

old order dictates, proper behavior and attire remain 

important, regardless of whether any outsider observes the 

family's daily lives: 

The children ran wild outside, but not as they did 

when [the Grandmother] was not there. The hour 

came in each day when they were rounded up, 

captured, washed, dressed properly, made to eat 

what was set before them without giving battle, 

put to bed when the time came and no nonsense 

They loved their Grandmother; she was the 

only reality to them in a world that seemed 

otherwise without fixed authority or refuge , since 

their mother had d ied so early that only the 

eldest girl remembered her vaguely: just the same 

they felt that Grandmother was tyrant, and they 

wished to be free of her; so they were always 

pleased when, on a certain day, as a sign that her 

visit was drawing to an end, she would go out to 



the pasture and call her old saddle horse, 

Fiddler. (324) 
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The societal mores function on a multitude of levels in 

the above excerpt. As Barbara Harrell Carson notes, 

Porter's ironic attitude in the passage "is multi-layered, 

quite properly posing more questions than it answers" (250) 

These questions mirror Michel Foucault's speculations 

regarding the acquisition of knowledge and the discursive 

formation that governs the society of the time period. 

Carson's questioning of the text in terms of the 

Grandmother's tyranny shows the extent to which the current 

episteme of the day controls the Grandmother's world: 

Must the freed woman of one generation inevitably 

become the oppressor of the next? Can order be 

established only at the expense of freedom? Is 

one--order or freedom--more valuable than the 

other? Or do they always exist in a dynamic 

relationship, one rising cyclically from the 

other? ( 250) 

But amid these questions, one truth stands out in terms of 

Miranda's experience and quest for knowledge in "The Old 

Order": "It is surely the Grandmother's very role as 

defender of order that, at least in part, makes possible 

Miranda's fight for freedom, by giving her a strong 

adversary to exercise her selfhood against" (250 ) . 
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The Grandmother's insistence on the formality of dress 

and behavior circumvents the very freedom and independence 

which the country represents for her. The conflict of past 

decorum clashes with the present situation of sensibility 

and reason (why, in fact, should not the children run wild 

and wear what they please?). It is within this clash of the 

old and new, the past and present, that the Grandmother 

finds it difficult to maintain a balance of both worlds. As 

a result, she moves from the extreme of one era to the 

extreme of the new one. At times she does seem to reconcile 

her extremism in terms of seeing the old/new order as two 

separate worlds, as exemplified by her conflicting view on 

horse riding styles: "She would have Fiddler brought around 

under her old side-saddle--her little granddaughters rode 

astride and she saw no harm in it, for them--and mount with 

her foot in Uncle Jimbilly's curved hand" ("The Source" 

Collected Stories 325) . Not only does Fiddler symbolically 

unite the old/new order; he likewise represents time and 

memory for the Grandmother as well. As critic Lakshmi 

Chandra states, "Fiddler also stands for the past and this 

yearly ritual of saddling Fiddler for a last ride before her 

departure for her town house relates the past to the 

present" (52) . 

In terms of communication, the perception the 

Grandmother and the grandchildren have of Fiddler represents 



different meanings and serves as a separate referent and 

reference as defined by I. A. Richards' semantic triangle. 

Thus Fiddler as a referent (i.e., perception) brings about 

different meanings for those at the farm. As Lakshmi 

Chandra's comment above notes, the reference for the 

Grandmother evokes the past in the present moment; for the 

children, the reference alerts them to the fact that the 

Grandmother's tyrannical reign at the farm is coming to a 

close. 
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But does the Grandmother actually glean any new 

knowledge from her visit to the farm? Robert Brinkmeyer's 

views regarding Porter's use of memory and rhetoric as a way 

of knowing emphasize her artistic vision which finds 

expression at the end of "The Source": 

Porter came to see that while the artist's descent 

into memory was on the one hand an effort to forge 

order and understanding, it was on the other a 

pursuit that ultimately undid, or at least pointed 

to the undoing of, the very order it had created. 

Because the artist's engagement with memory was 

dialogic, it was unfinished and ongoing. The 

order forged at any particular moment was open to 

dialogue and challenge in the next, and the 

failure to maintain a dialogue was for the artist 

to sink into a dangerous stasis of solipsism and 
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self-aggrandizement. So for Porter, if artistic 

creation on one level embodied a movement from 

confusion to order, a move that shaped events into 

experience, in the end it also represented a move 

back to disorder, with events again needing to be 

reshaped into experience . The irony that marks 

Porter's best work in large part rests on this 

awareness that artistic endeavor is never 

complete, that the very forces of memory that 

construct the work are also those that deconstruct 

it, challenging the artist to continue the quest 

for understanding. (Primitivism 27) 

"The Source" thus stands as a microcosm of Porter's 

creativity and the paradoxical cyclical and circular motion 

of an old order that remains in constant flux even amid the 

new order which attempts to destroy the chaos of the past. 

The canon of memory holds an important position in "The 

Journey," the second sketch in "The Old Order " which, from a 

chronological perspective, should be the penultimate story 

of the collection. The work, with the help of flashbacks 

and non-linear time patterns, presents the life of the 

Grandmother from her early childhood to her death. Memory 

provides the vehicle by which the story's action and meaning 

move forward and backward in time. Porter's rhetorical use 

of memory and her use of rhetoric as a way of knowing are 
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blended with stylistic precision in the story. 

"The Journey" opens with a description of one of the 

Grandmother and Nannie's activities: 

In their later years, the Grandmother and old 

Nannie used to sit together for some hours every 

day over their sewing. They shared a passion for 

cutting scraps of the family finery, hoarded for 

fifty years, into strips and triangles, and 

fitting them together again in a carefully 

disordered patchwork, outlining each bit of velvet 

or satin or taffeta with a running briar stitch in 

clear lemon-colored silk floss. ("The Journey" 

Collected Stories 326) 

Many critics have noted the significance of the women's 

quilting and piecing. Mary Titus observes that through 

"words and thread they create a shared legend" ("Agrarian 

Myth" 200). Titus contends that "these two women find that 

stitching fragments of the past into a new order provides 

them with a truth, an 'old order' by which they can explain 

their present lives" ( 2 0 0) . In much the same way as the 

Grandmother attempts to establish order in "The Source" by 

straightening, cleaning, and putting things in their proper 

place, so too in "The Journey" the Grandmother, with the 

help of Nannie, attempts to bring chaos under control by 

taking choice pieces of the past and binding them with the 
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"clear lemon-colored silk floss" of the present. Porter's 

choice of the word clear in this passage implies that in 

order to understand the fragmented memories of the past, 

time, experience, and maturity are necessary--that is, to 

gain knowledge from the past requires re-seeing it with the 

clearness of the present moment in which the Grandmother and 

Nannie exist at the beginning of "The Journey." 

Interestingly, Titus' analysis of "The Journey" is 

analogous to the concept of creativity and the writing 

process: 

Porter's representation of the interaction of 

"legend and memory" through the image of piecing a 

quilt connects her theory of creative process to 

women's culture by employing a traditional emblem 

of women's writing. [. .] In their collabora-

tive work the two elderly women employ the 

material of women's lives, recounting marriages, 

births, and deaths, and stitching together fabric 

worn by the family women at these central events. 

Their "clear lemon floss" creates a beautiful and 

useful object from fragments of the past: the 

quilt suggests how the past can continue to 

comfort the present, passed on in a family as a 

thing of good use. The image, standing as 

Porter's sign of the creative process, suggests 



that the compounding of "legend and memory" was, 

in her mind, a particularly feminine creative 

process. (200-01) 

Therefore, the work of art which is the end product of the 

Grandmother and Nannie's sewing parallels the work of art 

which is the outcome of Porter's writing. 
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Robert Brinkmeyer also expounds on this artistic theme, 

noting the metaphor that the patchwork scraps represent: 

This is a fitting metaphor for the artist's 

delving into memory to reinvent and reshape a 

larger pattern of meaning. But whereas Porter saw 

the artist's efforts as a process of challenge and 

interplay that ultimately enlarged consciousness, 

for Nannie and Sophia Jane their sewing is merely 

a means to apotheosize the past, strengthening its 

grip on their thinking. (Primitivism 155) 

Yet Mark Busby believes that the act of quilting in "The 

Journey" metaphorically stands "for the fragmentation and 

wholeness that the story dramatizes" and that Miranda's 

"grandmother represents the time bound character of 

authority [. • ] II ( 91) . 

The act of quilting itself takes on mythical elements 

in "The Journey." The allusion to Penelope and her never

ending embroidering as she awaits Odysseus' return in The 

Odyssey is equivalent to the two women 's quilting. Although 



Nannie and the Grandmother do eventually finish their 

quilted pieces, the act of quilting never seems to cease : 
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They had contrived enough bed and couch covers , 

table spreads, dressing table scarfs, t o have 

furnished forth several households. Each piece as 

it was finished was lined with yellow silk, 

folded, and laid away in a chest, never again to 

see the light of day. ("The Journey" Collected 

Stories 326) 

And as Tennyson's Lady of Shallot continuously weaves into 

her magic web the reality of passing life as she sees it 

reflected in a mirror, so too do Nannie and the Grandmother 

sew into their quilted items the reality of a past era as 

they see it reflected in their memories. Just as Penelope 

and the Lady of Shallot bide their time through their 

handiwork and watch life as it proceeds fr om season to 

season and year to year, Nannie and the Grandmother position 

themselves strategically as they quilt so as to observe the 

daily goings-on of farm life: 

Very little escaped them: a glance now and then 

would serve to keep them fairly well informed as 

to what was going on in the whole place. It is 

true they had not seen Miranda the day she pulled 

up the whole mint bed [ . . ] . They had never 

found out who stole the giant pomegranates [ . . ] 
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they had not been in time to stop Paul from 

setting himself on fire [. . J . They never saw 

Maria climbing trees [. . J . But such casualties 

were so minor a part of the perpetual round of 

events that they did not feel defeated nor that 

their strategy was a failure. (326-27) 

Porter herself notes the mythic overtones that inform 

the Grandmother and Nannie's relationship: "The friendship 

between the two old women had begun in early childhood, and 

was based on what seemed to them almost mythical events" 

( 3 3 0) . Critic Ray West makes reference to this passage, 

noting that "Miss Porter treats her memories also as 

'mythical events'" ·("Historic" 2 0) . But the true sense of 

myth in the story, states West, relies on the element of 

memory with which it is associated: 

Myth is, of course, a form of tribal memory, 

preserving events of the past as a means of 

justifying and explaining its views of the 

present. Every society adapts "myth" to its own 

purposes, either myths which it has transported 

from elsewhere and uses as a means of organizing 

its memories, or myths which it has created from 

events of its own past. (20 ) 

Nannie and the Grandmother's quilting becomes not o n l y 

an act of piecing together memories of the past; i t serves 



to attach meaning and significance to the events the two 

women have shared together over the course of their lives. 

The distinct ways in which the women order their 

recollections complement one another and result in the 

tribal, family history that forms the foundation of their 

experiences: 
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They were always amused to notice again how the 

working of their memories differed in such 

important ways. Nannie could recall names to 

perfection; she could always say what the weather 

had been like on all important occasions, what 

certain ladies had worn, how handsome certain 

gentleman had been, what there had been to eat and 

drink. Grandmother had masses of dates in her 

mind, and no memories attached to them: her 

memories of events seemed detached and floating 

beyond time. ("The Journey" Collected Stories 

3 2 8) 

And even though their combined memories cannot conjure up 

the essential facts of the past (for Nannie cannot match the 

Grandmother's dates with her own memory of events ) , the two 

women piece together fragments of their past recollections 

just as they piece together the scraps of the quilts. The 

quilting and piecing stand for what Nannie and the 

Grandmother "are doing verbally and what Miranda does 



57 

mentally; fitting together the pieces of the family quilt is 

an apt metaphor and moves in two generational directions" 

(DeMouy 123) . 

Yet the Grandmother and Nannie's quilting holds another 

important place in the framework of "The Journey." The act 

of sewing combines with Porter's flashback technique, 

disrupting a chronological concept of time and replacing it 

with a cyclical and Bergsonian one. This usurping also 

embraces elements of mythical time as well. Leslie Hankins 

discusses this blending in "The Journey" as follows: 

Certainly the two omniscient women ordering lives 

while at their sewing might suggest the Fates. 

They make ritual from life by detaching reality 

from the limits of time; they are not bound by 

time but transcend its control [. . ] . This 

creative restructuring of reality into timeless 

ritual works with the cyclical images within the 

story to deepen the significance of the ordinary. 

The cyclical quality is reinforced through the old 

women's historical sense [. . J . ( 21 ) 

Hankins also notes the blending of past, present, and future 

~ I . f · · 1 in terms of Gerard Genette's ldea o ~terat~ve. In his 

work Discours du r~cit (Narrative Discourse, 1972 ) , Genette 

defines iterative as the technique of presenting one 

narrative occurrence of time as an action which has been 



repeated more than once (21) . 
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Even though the structure of 

Porter's "The Journey" represents "a network of flashbacks 

to the historical events of the past linked through timeless 

reveries over sewing" (21), Hankins believes it is the 

iterative which "avoids the possible pitfalls of grounding 

the narrative too solidly in time and space" (21) . 

Journey," 

In "The 

[. . ] the use of the i tera ti ve contributes to 

the mythical tone by freeing the reminiscences 

from the limits of a particular time or place. 

Even the specific conversations in the text are 

presented as samples lifted from a repeating 

dialogue. The fugue-like quality of the repeated 

conversations resenbles (sic) a litany, and is 

part of the representation of ritual. The 

narrative contains the suggestion of one continual 

conversation which sums up reality and repeats 

itself endlessly [. .] . The discrete moments of 

the past are in constant tension with the 

narrative's universal and timeless web of memory . 

The collection of concrete moments from the past 

lives of the two women is filtered through the 

shadowy omnipresent figures of the two old women 

sewing. (21-22) 

Even though time forms a cyclical pattern ln the story, 



it also merges past, present, and future together so that 

they become one time, one extended memory, for the 

Grandmother and Nannie: 
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They talked about the past, really--always 

about the past. Even the future seemed like 

something gone and done with when they spoke of 

it. It did not seem an extension of their past, 

but a repetition of it. They would agree that 

nothing remained of life as they had known it, the 

world was changing swiftly, but by the mysterious 

logic of hope they insisted that each change was 

probably the last; or if not, a series of changes 

might bring them, blessedly, back full-circle to 

the old ways they had known. ("The Journey" 

Collected Stories 327) 

Although time appears to move in a circular pattern in this 

passage, a close examination reveals that time becomes 

convoluted and complex. There is no moment when the women 

exit the past and remain in the present; the present always 

becomes the past or the future, a future viewed through the 

lenses of past experiences. The changes of the future, 

which they talk about in past tense, take on a mythical 

quality as well; these "series of changes" represent omens 

or pieces of some cosmic puzzle that will restore the past 

ln all its glory to the women's present moment in time . 



The extent to which each woman r e me mbe r s t h e past and 

the way she structures the past dese rve ment ion. The 

Grandmother's acute memories focus on da tes; her 

remembrances of events, however, tend to b e a co l lage o f 

impressions that are not ordered by linear time . On the 
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other hand, Nannie, whose vivid memory focuses on e v ents, 

can order the past chronologically even though she cannot 

attach specific dates to her memories. The foll owi ng 

excerpt shows Nannie's ability to r ecall the past l n 

photographic and sensory detail as she look s back t o t he d ay 

she was bought by the Grandmother's fathe r: 

Nannie remembered well being on a sha llow 

platform out in front of a g reat building in a 

large busy place, the first t own she had e v er 

seen. Her father and mothe r we r e with her , a nd 

there was a thick c r owd a round t hem . There were 

several other small groups o f Negroes huddled 

together with white men bus tling them about now 

and then. [. .] She remembe r ed it must have 

been summer, because she was not shivering with 

cold in her cotton s hi f t . For one thing, her 

bottom was still burn i ng from a s panking someone 

(it might have been he r mother ) had given her just 

before they got on t he pla tform, to remind her to 

keep still. (33 0-31 ) 
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Nannie's memories are clear and concise. Even when her 

memory proves faulty and unsure (as when she cannot 

recollect the exact season she was sold or who gave her a 

spanking) , she acknowledges these remembrances as hazy and 

out of focus, something the Grandmother lS unwilling or 

unable to do. Nannie uses her memories to inform her life 

and gain understanding, insight, and knowledge (made evident 

when she breaks from the family and lives an independent 

life in "The Last Leaf"). The Grandmother gains no such 

insight from her past; she cannot see that the current 

traditions and ways of the new order reflect her own 

attitudes and rebellions against the old order which she 

desperately tries to preserve. 

When Nannie and the Grandmother give birth to their 

fourth children simultaneously, the Grandmother nurses her 

own child as well as Nannie's, two social taboos of the day. 

Concerning her actions, the Grandmother's 

[. .] husband was shocked, tried to forbid her ; 

her mother came to see her and reasoned with her . 

They found her very difficult and quite stubborn. 

She had already begun to develop her implicit 

character, which was altogether just, humane, 

proud, and simple. ( 334) 

The Grandmother's nursing Nannie's child, as well as 

her own child, flouts tradition and horrifies Sophia Jane's 
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husband and mother (Unrue Understanding 54) Here the 

Grandmother lS very much ahead of her time, a modern woman. 

Yet she cannot see that what she abhors in the new order 

mirrors her own behavior in the old order: 

The Grandmother was annoyed deeply at seeing how 

self-possessed the bride [of her youngest son] had 

been, how she had her way about the wedding 

arrangements down to the last detail, how she 

glanced now and then at her new husband with calm , 

humorous, level eyes, as if she had already got 

him sized up. She had even suggested at the 

wedding dinner that her idea of a honeymoon would 

be to follow the chuck-wagon on the round-up, and 

help in the cattle-branding on her father's ranch. 

Of course she may have been joking. But she was 

altogether too Western, too modern, something like 

the "new" woman who was beginning to run wild, 

asking for the vote, leaving her home and going 

out in the world to earn her own living 

("The Journey" Collected Stories 333 ) 

Interestingly, these thoughts come from a woman who runs the 

family after her husband's death, taking on the financial 

and physical responsibilities, even though she holds 

traditional beliefs regarding a woman's role in the home a nd 

in society (Unrue Understanding 54 ) . But the Grandmother's 
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reaction to the "new" woman is understandable. The 

Grandmother's rebellions came about through necessity more 

than through choice. And even after she takes over the 

family finances, she allows her sons, when they are old 

enough, to influence her decisions although she knows their 

judgment is not as sound as her own. She permits her sons 

to have authority because, according to the old order, 

societal expectations, and the ruling episteme, the 

responsibility of the family business should lie in the 

hands of a man. 

"The Journey" shows more clearly than any of the 

stories in "The Old Order" series the extent to which women 

lack individuality, freedom, and authority in their society. 

As a result of their suppression, the women use silence as a 

strategic weapon. According to Rosemary Hennessy, the story 

"uncovers the price Sophia and her black 'sister' Nannie 

have paid for their stoicism" (303). The stoicism and 

silence which surround the women give them a semblance of 

control in a world where they lack equality. Their silence 

functions as a means of withholding information from the 

dominant authority (i.e., men) in their culture. Yet 

ultimately their silence fails to convey the importance of 

tradition to the grandchildren. Nannie and the 

Grandmother's quilting serves as an apt metaphor for their 

silence as they store their handiwork away in trunks, 11 Since 
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they are of no use or interest to the younger generation" 

(Nance Rejection 90). Thus, as M. G. Krishnamurthi shows, 

"The Journey" "emphasizes the life and achievements of 

Sophia Jane rather than her ability to continue a tradition" 

(36). While the Grandmother's rhetorical use of silence 

served her well in her earlier life, when she becomes the 

sole authority of her own day-to-day living, "tak[ing] upon 

herself all the responsibilities of her tangled world, half 

white, half black ("The Journey" Collected Stories 337), 

learning "to keep silent and give no sign of uneasiness" 

(337), she has paid dearly for her reticence in terms of 

bestowing knowledge and insight on the younger generation. 

The old order in the Rhea family is doomed to fail under 

these silent circumstances: 

As the value of a tradition largely depends upon 

its making available to succeeding generations the 

accumulated wisdom of ancestors, one who claims to 

represent "tradition" should be capable of 

embodying that wisdom. Hence the life and 

experience of Sophia Jane can be valuable to her 

grandchildren only in so far as they can partake 

of that wisdom through her example and through 

their contacts with her. (Krishnamurthi 36) 

In "'Endless Remembering': The Artistic Vision of 

Katherine Anne Porter," Robert H. Brinkmeyer, Jr . notes that 
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the Grandmother's silence contributes to her sense of 

frustration with the new order and undermines "the 

possibility of fulfillment and completion" b e caus e "there is 

no dialogue between her memory and her present self, me r ely 

an imposition of will [. . ] " ( 18) . Brinkmeyer also 

explains that the Grandmother's "deadly willfulness" ("The 

Journey" Collected Stories 335) 

[ . . ] embodies [. .] the danger of liv ing a 

monologic rather than a dialogic exist e n c e. 

Instead of opening herself to all expe ri e n c e, 

including all voices in her memory and not me r e l y 

the voice of authoritative tradition, the 

grandmother entombs herself from the multiplicity 

of life to embrace a vision of life t hat neve r 

changes. ( 18) 

Even though silence precludes the ins t il l ing o f much of 

the old order traditions in the new generation, s ilence 

nonetheless enables Miranda to embrace the past through 

knowledge she gains from her own silent pe rcept ions of her 

Grandmother, an idea that becomes evide n t in the later "Old 

Order" sketches and in "Old Mortality." The knowledge 

Miranda gains from the Grandmother i s t hrough the young 

girl's own silent analysis. And even though the men and 

women of Miranda's generation do n o t choo s e to uphold the 

old order traditions and values, they h a ve learned what it 
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lS they refuse to uphold from the past. Without the old 

order regime as a measuring stick, Miranda would have no 

frame of reference from which to compare her adult life and 

the customs and mores of the new order. 

As far as Brinkmeyer's concept of the Grandmother is 

concerned, Barbara Harrell Carson's ideas imply that not 

only knowledge, but experience as well, is controlled by 

discursive formations. Carson explains that the 

Grandmother's retreat into and protection of the old order 

traditions are forced upon her: 

Perhaps it is merely that freedom for women, in 

her time, could come only in moments of cultural 

chaos. When the talents that enabled her to 

survive and flourish were no longer so much in 

demand, after the re-establishment of the status 

quo ante bellum, society itself could have 

reclaimed her simply by no longer offering arenas 

for the exercise of her selfhood. ( 249 ) 

In "The Journey" Katherine Anne Porter depicts the 

importance of memory and the influence that memory wi elds 

over the knowledge that both the old generat ion and the new 

order gain from it. 

The short story "The Witness" shows Porter's ability to 

capture a moment in time through stylistic precis ion . In 

this short work, the structural use of memory and the 
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emphasis on rhetoric as a way of knowing function 

differently from the pattern in the stories previously 

discussed. In "The Witness" memory moves from the personal 

realm to the larger public and historical arenas. Through 

silent introspection, Miranda must determine the truth about 

not only her family's past but the family's past in the 

milieu of the pre-Civil-War South. 

Although the shortest story in "The Old Order" 

collection, "The Witness" nevertheless holds an important 

place in the Miranda cycle for numerous reasons. We are 

first introduced to Miranda by name in "The Witness." We 

also learn of her sister Maria and her brother Paul. And 

even though "The Source," "The Journey," and "The Last Leaf" 

touch on similar issues, "The Witness" most clearly 

emphasizes 

[. .] a view of the way of life in the Old South 

that incorporated a caste system, some clas s ical 

values, rigid social manners, and a reverence f or 

illusion that could find expression either in art 

or self-deception, the opposite sides of the coin. 

(Unrue "Southern Review 11 76 ) 

"The Witness" focuses on these elements, most notably 

Miranda's attempt to reconcile the past with the present-day 

yarn of slavery that Uncle Jimbilly spins. 

The confusion Miranda encounters as she attempts to 
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understand Uncle Jimbilly's stories comes about through the 

similarities that Miranda perceives between Uncle Jimbilly 

and her Grandmother. The opening description of Uncl e 

Jimbilly in "The Witness" echoes the depiction of the 

Grandmother and the crucial focus placed on establishing 

order: 

Uncle Jimbilly was so old and had spe nt so many 

years bowed over things, putting the m together and 

taking them apart, making them over and making 

them do, he was bent almost double. His hands 

were closed and stiff from gripping objects 

tightly, while he worked at them, and they could 

not open altogether even if a child took the thick 

black fingers and tried to turn them back. 

Witness" Collected Stories 3 4 0) . 

( "The 

Uncle Jimbilly, just as the Grandmother, lives in an 

environment where order and control are paramount. He 

enforces order by controlling "things," almost in a sense 

bending them to his will and ruling over them. But critic 

M. G. Krishnamurthi argues that this passage does not point 

to Uncle Jimbilly's control, but to his lack of it: 

The witness, Uncle Jimbi lly, [. . ] is a product 

and symbol of Miranda's communal past and he is 

actually warped by the past. [. . ] The closed 

and stiff hands [. . ] suggest a fixed and rigid 
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attitude over which he has no control, as is amply 

illustrated by the story. (23) 

Yet a close reading of "The Witness" suggests another 

interpretation: Uncle Jimbilly's hands, far from suggesting 

an inflexible social order which controls him, show the 

extent to which his own emphasis on order has crippled him 

physically and emotionally. 

As Uncle Jimbilly carves a tombstone for the children's 

deceased jackrabbit, the children's collective perspective 

provides the reader with more information regarding Uncle 

Jimbilly's perceptions of order and control: "The children 

thought that Uncle Jimbilly had got over his slavery very 

well. Since they had known him, he had never done a single 

thing that anyone told him to do. He did his work just as 

he pleased when he pleased" ("The Witness" Collected Stories 

341) . Far from being controlled by his environment as 

Krishnamurthi contends, Uncle Jimbilly does as he likes. He 

even seeks to control and order time, setting his own pace, 

hours, and completion date as it pertains to his work. 

Nowhere in the other stories in which he appears ( "The 

Journey," "The Last Leaf") does Uncle Jimbilly wield greater 

authority, power, and prominence than he does in "The 

Witness" (Stout Sense 135). 

Uncle Jimbilly's use of control also shows itself in 

other sections of "The Witness." His sense of order 
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quently, Uncle Jimbilly controls the children's speech, 

forcing them to use silence in order for their request to be 

fulfilled. Thus, Uncle Jimbilly manipulates the children, 

just as the children manipulate him. The children 

consciously choose to be silent as Uncle Jimbilly tells his 

tall tales; their silence represents the game they must play 

in coaxing Uncle Jimbilly to carve the tombstone. Uncle 

Jimbilly perceives the children's silence as a sign of their 

undivided attention or as the means by which they show 

respect to him. But for the children, their silence 

comprises part of the ritual they must go through to appease 

Uncle Jimbilly. Whatever the reason, the children opt to 

remain silent when Uncle Jimbilly relates his stories: 

Sometimes it would be an incomprehensible ghost 

story: listen ever so carefully, at the end it was 

impossible to decide whether Uncle Jimbilly 

himself had seen the ghost, whether it was a real 

ghost at all, or only another man dressed like 

one; and he dwelt much on the horrors of slave 

times. ( 341) 

Why the children do not ask for clarification of the story 

remains unclear; perhaps Uncle Jimbilly's cantankerous 

personality makes the children reluctant to question him , or 

they feel the need "to be very careful" so that their 

request for the grave marker will be granted. 
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But oddly, when Uncle Jimbilly speaks of slavery, the 

dynamics of the children's speech and their interaction with 

Uncle Jimbilly change. Paul, uncomfortable with the subject 

of slavery, "would have changed the subject, but Miranda, 

the little quick one, wanted to know the worst" (341) Why 

does Miranda, "the little quick one," speak up about 

slavery, asking '''Did they act like that to you, Uncle 

Jimbilly?' [. . ] " ( 342)? The answer may lie in Janis 

Stout's analysis of the story and her insight regarding 

Miranda's character: 

"The Witness" centers, not on Miranda, but on 

Uncle Jimbilly. The children, Miranda and her 

brother and sister, seem to be little more than 

incidental; their reactions to Uncle Jimbilly are 

scarcely even hinted. Accordingly, with great 

narrative tact, Porter accords this mere child of 

six only a passing and [. .] superficial 

judgment. Here we deal in first impressions. The 

child is lively and inquisitive [. . ] . While 

the other children are cautious in their approach 

to uncle Jimbilly, Miranda questions him without 

hesitation. She is impulsive in going after 

answers . ( "Guarded Speech" 2 6 0 ) 

In line with Stout's perspective, it is Pau l and Maria 

who approach uncle Jimbilly with kid gloves and caut iously 
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ask him for the carved tombstone, not Miranda. But if 

Miranda fails in evaluating the correct way to "handle" 

Uncle Jimbilly, she succeeds in her ability to listen and 

learn information from him. Maria does not have the ability 

to gain knowledge from Uncle Jimbilly's rhetoric; as he 

relates the story of the men and women who died from the 

abuses of slavery, Maria's concern lies with the unfinished 

tombstone. When Uncle Jimbilly answers Paul's question of 

"'Didn't they ever die [. . ] ? ' " Maria thoughtlessly 

interjects with "'Can you carve 'Safe in Heaven' on that 

[tombstone], Uncle Jimbilly?'" ("The Witness" Collected 

Stories 342). Again, it seems strange that this degree of 

insensitivity comes from the oldest sibling. The 

Grandmother's influence does not seem to have as much of an 

effect on Maria as it does on Miranda and Paul. Maria would 

have been around four years old when her mother died and the 

family moved in with the Grandmother. Miranda would have 

been a newborn, and Paul would have been two. Thus , Maria's 

initial upbringing did not include the tenets of the old 

order. Regardless, what the children learn from Uncle 

Jimbilly are ways "to evaluate the 'test imony of a witness ' 

to the past, which runs contrary to the Southern and family 

myths about it" (Teixeira 51). The knowledge each child 

gains from his or her evaluative s kills is quite varied as 

evidenced by Maria's indifference when compared to Paul's 
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uneasiness and Miranda's interest concerning slavery. 

One important theme of "The Witness" pertains to the 

past and ways to synthesize knowledge of the past for future 

use. As critic Charles Kaplan notes, the children must 

learn to understand the past from many different viewpoints, 

with Uncle Jimbilly's story merely "suggest[ing] one kind of 

history" ( 3 22) As Kaplan explains, Uncle Jimbilly's 

[ . . ] version of the past, history and legend, 

fact and fancy, are indistinguishable. A favorite 

topic is the horrors of slavery, but even the 

children recognize that his account of the past is 

wildly exaggerated. To them, these are merely 

unbelievable horror stories; and yet, he is, at 

this point, the only witness they have of that 

era. (322) 

However, Janis Stout views Uncle Jimbilly's personality and 

elaborated accounts from a different perspective: 

Jimbilly is presented in somewhat comical 

caricature, but his witness to the inhumanity of 

slavery, which he describes in mythmaking 

horrendous terms, is not undercut. He is the 

voice of a cultural memory that whites have found 

it all too convenient to suppress. (Sense 135 ) 

The aspect of cultural memory and of the collect i ve 

past stands as a metaphor for the old order in the 
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children's minds as they attempt to piece together the 

fragments of information they have. In order to learn from 

the past, a goodly amount of societal beliefs and ideas 

regarding slave times becomes crucial in the children's 

quest for knowledge and meaning through historical memory. 

Miranda and her siblings must realize how they themselves 

and their family fit into this puzzle: 

Since the institution of slavery lS an aspect 

of their communal past, the children who are 

implicated in it as members of a family and a 

community, have to define their relation to it. 

However, as they cannot decide for themselves how 

much of Jimbilly's account is true and how much 

fancy, they are exposed to the reality of his 

feelings while they know very little about the 

circumstances which produced those feelings. 

Hence their recognition of an aspect of the past 

and yet their perplexity in not understanding it 

is another source of confusion in their growth 

into experience. (Krishnamurthi 24) 

Krishnamurthi's analysis aptly explains Uncle 

Jimbilly's shift in mood after Maria's insensitive request 

that "Safe in Heaven" be carved on the wooden tombstone. 

Although he relates more of the slave narrative, emphasizing 

the tortures his people have endured, his rhetoric is 
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peppered with admonishments as he answers Maria's question: 

"'To put over a tame jackrabbit, Missy?' asked Uncle 

Jimbilly indignantly. [. .] A heathen like dat'? No, 

mam. [ . .] Now take dis yere tombstone and don't bother 

me no more or I'll . f II ("The Witness" Collected 

Stories 342). Maria's indifference to his tale angers Uncle 

Jimbilly because Maria obviously places a higher value on a 

dead animal than on the sufferings of Uncle Jimbilly's 

ancestors- - hence the narrator's statement that "Uncle 

Jimbilly was apt to be suddenly annoyed and you never knew 

why. He was easily put out about things, but his threats 

were always so exorbitant that not even the most credulous 

child could be terrified by them" (342). We as r e aders 

understand what the children cannot: Uncle Jimbilly's 

annoyance arises because the children, as exemplified b y 

Maria's attitude, fail to comprehend the import of pas t 

injustices inflicted on the Negro race: 

At any rate, they are more concerned with the 

present than the past; the death of the ir 

jackrabbit and the nature of the s entiment to be 

inscribed on the wooden tombstone are of grea ter 

moment than Uncle Jimbilly's stories of the dea ths 

of thousands of slaves. The mini a ture tombs tone 

serves to reduce the perhaps t e rrible past to the 

very commonplace and prosaic p re sent . (Kaplan 322 ) 
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Uncle Jimbilly's words, in view of the elaborate 

exaggerations of torture with which he threatens them: 
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He was always going to do something quite horrible 

to somebody and then he was going to dispose of 

the remains in a revolting manner. He was going 

to skin somebody alive and nail the hide on the 

barn door, or he was just getting ready to cut off 

somebody's ears with a hatchet and pin them on 

Bongo, the crop-eared brindle dog. He was often 

all prepared in his mind to pull somebody's teeth 

and make a set of false teeth for Ole Man Ronk 

("The Witness" Collected Stories 342) 

Thus, the children are not certain about how to separate the 

truth from hyperbole when Uncle Jimbilly relates the past to 

them. 

Even though Uncle Jimbilly may represent the voice of 

human suffering and be a witness of inhumane treatment, 

there are other witnesses to the past world of slavery, 

namely Nannie and the Grandmother, as their depiction in 

"The Journey" reveals. Yet the two women choose to remain 

silent about the slavery issue when passing along 

information to Miranda and her siblings. The women only 

discuss slavery from their own persona l points of view and 

experience, not from a larger, social or community 
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perspective. They limit their discussion to the 

conversation between themselves. If we view the narrator of 

"The Journey" as an older Miranda who looks back to her 

childhood memories, as some critics have assert e d, then 

Miranda's concept of slavery involves many different and 

convoluted stories. Whatever the situation, the information 

which Miranda obtains through Uncle Jimbilly's rhetoric 

influences her on many levels: 

Uncle Jimbilly's testimony about the horrors of 

slave times is important for Miranda; it adds a 

new dimension to her view of the past, a 

perspective which is only implicit in the 

Grandmother's history, and it is a valuable 

counter to any incipient romanticism about the 

good old days of the good old order. (Fetterley 

13) 

Interestingly, Fetterley believes that Uncle Jimbilly's use 

of rhetoric indirectly provokes embarrassment and guilt from 

the children, allowing him to manipulate t hem emotionally : 

At best, Uncle Jimbilly's testimony is hearsay 

evidence. His indirect narration, his refusal to 

talk straight, reflects his inauthenticity, and 

indicates that his intent is not to inform but to 

induce guilt, to embarrass and to frighten. In 

witnessing this "witness" Miranda has learned, not 
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the truth but its conditions--sufficient st rengt h 

and courage to withstand the manipulations o f fear 

and guilt . ( 13 ) 

Ultimately, Uncle Jimbilly's stories function on a 

universal level: "What he actually bears witness to, by his 

own person, is not physical abuse of slaves by the ir owners 

but the physical deterioration and certain death to which 

all humans are slaves" (DeMouy 129). This dogma become s 

clear when "The Old Order" series and "Old Mortality " are 

taken together as a whole and viewed as Miranda's journe y 

from innocence to experience, from childhood to adulthood. 

While on the surface Katherine Anne Porter's "The 

Witness" appears to be a humorous story of an old servant 

and his interaction with his employer's three grandchildren, 

the story actually contains numerous levels of me aning. The 

past intermingles with the present in a never - ending c yc le 

of images and ideas. 

In the story "The Circus," Katherine Anne Port e r deals 

with the canon of memory in a way t hat she has no t used 

before in "The Old Order" collection. Whi le the othe r 

stories are concerned with understanding pas t memory or 

utilizing memory for the purpose of ordering the present , 

"The Circus" rises to a different . lev e l o f me a ning . In this 

story, Miranda must use memory and he r limited knowledg e to 

piece together a picture of a strange a n d alien world to 
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which she cannot relate. Memory also involves the reader's 

participation in the story as well; the reader who has 

encountered the type of reaction Miranda experiences at her 

first circus can most readily appreciate the gulf that 

exists between the worlds of the adult and the child. 

Through memory of our own childhood events, we as readers 

remember, feel, and empathize with Miranda's terror. In 

fact, according to Edward G. Schwartz, "The reader, 

recapturing the purity of childhood vision and seeing the 

truth that lurks beneath convention, discovers the meaning 

of Miranda's experience ("Memory" 70). The story serves as 

an important component of "The Old Order" series because it 

marks a turning point in Miranda's development. Rhetoric as 

a way of knowing in this work does not come about through 

oral communication. Rather, by analyzing and observing the 

environment around her, Miranda gains meaning through signs 

and through her own silent introspection. Silence as a 

rhetorical strategy plays an important role in this story, 

not just for Miranda, but for the framework and plot of the 

story as well; the majority of the terror Miranda encounters 

is conveyed through the silent actions of the circus c l owns 

and the tight-rope walker. 

Katherine Anne Porter presents "The Circus" p r imarily 

from Miranda's point of view, filtering it through the eyes 

of a young child (Unrue Understanding 55 ) . In fact, 



Miranda's viewpoint evokes memory. As a result, memory 

serves to connect the expanse between Miranda and the 

reader, much as Miranda tries to bridge the abyss between 

her limited world experiences and the older generation's 

extensive knowledge. Writer Eudora Welty notes that 

Porter's story (and other stories in the Miranda cycle as 

well) portrays more than a mere communicative gap: 
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"What Katherine Anne saw was where somebody failed 

someone. There is always a sense of betrayal, I 

think, in her stories, of one kind or another. 

They're there in the stories as children in 

reference to adults who can be the go-between 

between the childhood world and the world of 

adults. That is its danger to the trusting and 

loving heart. Most of her stories are about the 

lurking dangers of betrayal. And not just 

unadulterated childhood. It's adulterated 

childhood." (qtd. in Skaggs "'I' of Memory" 162) 

Welty's words appropriately explain the significance of 

Miranda's circus experience. In many ways Miranda 

encounters betrayal throughout the story from numerous 

people of all ages: the little boys, who lurk under the 

circus bleachers, peering up women's skirts; Dicey, who 

grumbles under her breath about Miranda's fear and is more 

concerned about missing the circus than about Miranda's 
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empathizing with her; Miranda's siblings and cousins, who 

viciously relate all the sights Miranda has missed at the 

circus, who attempt to make her feel guilty for ruining 

Dicey's good time, and who look down on her for being 

afraid; Miranda's father, who, instead of comforting her, 

only smiles and says, "'You missed it, Baby, ' [. . ] 'and 
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what good did that do you?'" ("The Circus" Collected Stories 

347); and even the Grandmother, who, in a sense, lets 

Miranda down by agreeing to let the little girl attend the 

circus against her better judgment. The bombardment of 

these negative influences on Miranda's psyche is too much 

for her to withstand along with the terror she experiences 

from watching the tight-rope walker. As a result, she 

learns through the silent and verbal rhetoric of her 

betrayers that the world at large is a harsh, frightening, 

uncaring, and unforgiving place. At this point, "Miranda's 

acquisition of knowledge about herself [. .] is absorbed 

at such a deep level of consciousness that Miranda would 

never be able to articulate what it is that she 'knows'" 

(Unrue Truth and Vision 30). Nevertheless, Miranda will 

carry this knowledge with her into adulthood; its 

manifestation gives birth to her disillusionment and her 

sense of alienation at the end of "The Grave." As critic 

James M. cox asserts, "Miranda's awareness registers her 
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future in which she will be solitary in a strange land" 

( 782) . 
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The emphasis of "The Circus" relies on Miranda's abrupt 

encounter with what is in essence an adult event cloaked ln 

the form of childhood entertainment; it is "an important 

moment of Miranda's growing up, the moment when she passes 

from a world glowing with the acceptable miracles of the 

imagination to a world dominated by the horrors of reality" 

(Curley "Larger Plan" 675). Prior to "The Circus," the 

other "Old Order" stories imply that Miranda has had limited 

exposure to the outside world. Given this fact, it is no 

wonder that the circus, with all its sights, colors, and 

sounds, overwhelms Miranda (Unrue Understanding 55). Even 

before the entertainment gets underway, Miranda is described 

as being "most fearfully excited" ("The Circus" Collected 

Stories 343). In terms of her experience, the following 

excerpt sounds more like a torturous event than a joyful 

outing for Miranda: 

An enormous brass band seemed to explode right 

at Miranda's ear. She jumped, quivered, thrilled 

blindly and almost forgot to breathe as sound and 

color and smell rushed together and poured through 

her skin and hair and beat in her head and hands 

and feet and pit of her stomach. "Oh," she called 



out in her panic, closing her eyes and seizing 

Dicey's hand hard. The flaring lights burned 

through her lids, a roar of laughter like rage 

drowned out the steady raging of the drums and 

horns. (344) 
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When Miranda sees the clown balancing on the tight rope 

and hears the audience respond "with savage delight, shrieks 

of dreadful laughter like devils in delicious torment" 

(345), she cries out in pain and terror. In explaining 

Miranda's violent reaction, Welty once again points to the 

theme of betrayal: 

"It's the grotesqueries that life throws in the 

face of children, or anyone else, in 'The Circus,' 

because she believes that the clown really was 

about to slide to his death in front of these 

people who were laughing and cheering . . and 

indeed, people do those things. The behavior of 

the masses of people in the face of life and death 

was what horrified her. She could face the 

reality of it but not the witnessing of it in a 

false way, or in a cruel and heartless way--that's 

what she couldn't face. Life betrays you, I 

think, in Katherine Anne's stories. It's all 

about the whole world of how life betrayed. 

[ . • ] II 
(qtd. in Skaggs "'I' of Memory" 162-63 ) 
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What appears to Miranda to be betrayal on her family's 

part serves to widen the distance between her e xperi e n ce and 

the experience of the other spectators at the circus. 

Miranda sees death all around her, in the white, macabr e 

faces of the clowns and in the dangerous antics of the high 

wire performer (Unrue Understanding 55). Yet she finds 

herself among strangers (and at this point her family seems 

to be the ultimate stranger to her) who see the circus 

entertainment as humorous, not terrifying. M. G. 

Krishnamurthi notes: "Miranda is set apart from the o t her 

members of the family and from the rest of the crowd, and 

hence the story seems to be [. .] about Miranda's 

c onfrontation of two unknowns - -the crowd and her famil y 

[. .] II (10). 

Krishnamurthi's analysis sheds light on Miranda's 

acquisition of knowledge. Rhetoric as a way of knowing 

combines with the rhetoric of silence to inform Miranda's 

experience. Oral communication in this story become s almost 

non-existent. Instead of reassuring Miranda, her fam i l y 

becomes like the crowd, the Other. As a result, Miranda no t 

only fails to gain knowledge and insight from he r family ; 

she feels alienated and separate from them. Jan i s Stou t 

emphasizes the importance of Miranda's rhetorica l s ilence in 

"Miranda's Guarded Speech: Porter and the Pr ob l e m o f Truth -

Telling:" 
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In [. . ] "The Circus" [. .] we see the child 

Miranda's inability to express the emotional 

turmoil with which she is beset as she encounters 

experiences beyond her comprehension. Not 

unwillingness, no, but inability. Her fear both 

of and for the sake of the spectral circus clown, 

a fear that seems unreasonable to those around 

her, and her terror [. .] are intensely private, 

inchoate emotions. Not only are they unshared by 

those around her, but they separate her from 

others by causing her to behave in unaccountable 

and disruptive ways. [ . . ] [T] he isolating 

emotions that grip Miranda can be traced to 

private discoveries and realizations about life 

and death. No one else in "The Circus" sees the 

clown as an image of death or the precariousness 

of life, and Miranda has no means of telling them 

or even of understanding herself what she sees in 

him. (261) 

The extent of Miranda's alienation becomes evident at 

the end of "Old Mortality" when she realizes, as she sits 

with her father and her Cousin Eva, that she is an outsider: 

"'It is I who have no place,' thought Miranda. 'Where are 

my own people and my own time?'" ("Old Mortality" Collected 

Stories 219). But the seeds of Miranda's being on the 
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family perimeter are planted in "The Circus" by the very 

event that would probably make a less sensitive and 

perceptive child feel included in this communal experience. 

The structure of "The Old Order" sketches "as a presumably 

coherent whole" suggests that the silence which becomes such 

a significant characteristic of Miranda's personality can be 

traced to her family's condescending behavior towards her 

"wild abandon of fear in 'The Circus'" (Stout "Guarded 

Speech" 261). 

Furthermore, the lack of understanding and the lack of 

verbal communication enhance the three different worlds 

which exist in "The Circus": the world of the child, the 

world of the adult, and the world of the circus, which is a 

blending of the two worlds by the performers who appear 

child-like but are actually adults. Ultimately, Miranda 

cannot 

[. . ] place her experience, which is neither 

that of romance nor of a reality she knows. The 

matter is further complicated by the immensity of 

the experience, for this is her first circus and 

is perhaps her first contact with mass emotion. 

The descriptions of the responses of Miranda and 

of the crowd to the same act indicate the gulf 

between her world and the adult world . 

(Krishnamurthi 11) . 
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awareness of the differences between her and adult 

responses, however vaguely realized, leads to a 

feeling of isolation. (Krishnamurthi 12) 

And given the knowledge that Miranda learns from this 

incident, it is no wonder that Miranda appears alone in a 

foreign country at the end of "The Grave." Thus, Porter 

builds on the concepts of memory and knowing in her later 

works when the child Miranda reaches adulthood. 

M. G. Krishnamurthi further holds that Miranda has 

learned little from the circus event and has failed to gain 

knowledge of the world at large, evidenced by her violent 

reaction: 

As Miranda cannot understand or "place" her own 

experiences, the day's events do not give her a 

firm grasp of reality. Though she has become 

aware of her own self, there is no evidence in the 

story for believing that she has accepted the 

reality of other selves. She is too young to 

understand fully the complexity of adult 

responses, and the confrontation has been too 

sudden to result in an acceptance. Hence it is 

inevitable that she should be aware of only her 

terror and isolation. ( 13) 

Miranda's feelings of isolation are further compounded 

when Dicey leads her screaming and crying from the circus 
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tent. On their journey home, Dicey's attitude and ill 

manner indicate that Miranda's feelings are of little 

importance in relation to Dicey's. Miranda's experience 

becomes minimized and the voicing of her emotions goes 

unheard as Dicey indirectly chastises her for her behavior: 

All the way home [Dicey] was cross, and grumbled 

under her breath: little ole meany 

ole scare-cat . great big baby 

nowhere . . never see nothin . 

little 

never go 

come on here 

now, hurry up--always ruinin everything for othah 

folks . won't let anybody rest a minute, won't 

let anybody have any good times . come ,on here 

now, you wanted to go home and you're going there 

. snatching Miranda along vicious but 

cautious, careful not to cross the line where 

Miranda could say outright: "Dicey did this or 

said this to me . II Dicey was allowed a 

certain freedom up to a point. 

Collected Stories 345-46) 

("The Circus 11 

The rhetorical use of silence functions in a two-fold manner 

in this instance. Dicey's treatment of Miranda stems from 

the knowledge that Miranda will say nothing to her 

Grandmother or father about Dicey's words and actions. It 

is hard to imagine Dicey's behaving in this manner toward 

Miranda ln the presence of the Rhea family. Thus, Dicey's 
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sense of disappointment manifests itself ln her control and 

power over the silent, terrified child. 

In a sense Dicey's mutterings parallel Miranda's 

silence. Dicey's anger becomes projected onto Miranda, when 

in fact she most probably resents her subservient position 

ln the family. Dicey's reticence toward the family she 

serves becomes voiced as she indirectly complains about 

Miranda's behavior under her breath. As Miranda's 

caretaker, Dicey is responsible for Miranda but at the same 

time has no true authority over her. In a situation where 

the Grandmother or Miranda's father Harry should have 

stepped in to comfort and alleviate Miranda's fears, the 

task is delegated to a servant. The family never considers 

Dicey's desires or preferences as a human being who would 

enjoy the day's outing. Thus, Dicey masks her resentments 

toward the family and instead opts to express her feelings 

indirectly by berating Miranda, just as Miranda remains 

silent regarding her own feelings of horror and fear. 

Ironically, when the entire family returns home from 

the circus, the children taunt Miranda with the things she 

has missed and attempt to make her feel guilty by feigning 

sympathy for Dicey: 

The other children told Miranda what she had 

missed [. . ] . Everybody had been enjoying 

themselves while she was missing her first big 
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circus and spoiling the day for Dicey. Poor 

Dicey. Poor dear Dicey. The other children who 

hadn't thought of Dicey until that moment, mourned 

over her with sad mouths, their malicious eyes 

watching Miranda squirm. Dicey had been looking 

forward for weeks to this day! And then Miranda 

must get scared--"Can you imagine being afraid of 

that funny old clown?" each one asked the other 
I 

and then they smiled pityingly on Miranda 

( 34 6) 

As one critic notes, "Miranda, isolated from the adults 

and the children, tries to establish a contact with the 

other children's memories of the circus" (Krishnamurthi 13). 

But the description of the children, who feign sympathy 

"with sad mouths" and watch "Miranda squirm" with "their 

malicious eyes" ("The Circus" Collected Stories 346), 

reflects the image of the clown who has "a long scarlet 

mouth [. .] turned up at the corners in a perpetual bitter 

grimace of pain, astonishment, not smiling" (344); the 

tight-rope artist who "bl[ows] sneering kisses from his 

cruel mouth" (345); and the dwarf who eyes Miranda with "a 

look of haughty, remote displeasure" ( 34 5) . Far from 

establishing a sense of community for Miranda, the children 

only add to her sense of abandonment. Miranda's feelings of 

being an outsider among her own family members "when she is 
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kidded for her abnormal reaction" (Poss 22) make her 

[. .] resentful and ashamed without quite 

knowing why, though Miranda has just revealed to 

us that she lives in a different world from her 

contemporaries. Abnormal sensibility and acute 

and unwavering perceptions--the standard equipment 

of the artist--conspire to dramatize in her the 

conflict between the thing imagined that seems to 

exist less intensely in us all. She sees 

instantly the "truth" [. . ] . (22) 

I ndeed, Miranda clearly "has the fatal power of seeing what 

o thers do not" (Walsh Illusion 176), a power that will 

provide her with infinite wisdom and knowledge but which 

will ultimately leave her feeling lonely and alienated in 

r elation to the status quo. 

After having to tolerate her siblings' and cousins' 

c ruelty in addition to her terrifying experience, Miranda 

slips into silence, with "her underlip drooping" ("The 

Ci rcus" Collected Stories 347). Miranda's father Harry 

e n ters the scene and, oblivious to her suffering, sees onl y 

the happy faces of the other children as he remarks , "'This 

basket of young doesn't seem to be much damaged'" (347). 

Harry makes the comment for the benefit of the Grandmother, 

who believes that circuses are "not particularly edifying to 

the young" (347). The Grandmother's quick retort--'"The 
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fruits of their present are in a future so far off, neither 

of us may live to know whether harm has been done or not. 

That is the trouble,' [. . ] '' (347)- -seems to affirm that 

at some level "she can understand partially the reactions to 

the child Miranda, but she cannot communicate with her 
' 

cannot ease her pain" (Hendrick Porter 52). The 

Grandmother's reply suggests the concept of Bergsonian time 

as past, present, and future meld together in the form of 

the circus' timeless duration. And Porter once more shows 

the extent of the Grandmother's knowledge as juxtaposed 

against her inability to pass on and communicate that 

knowledge to other generations. In this instance, rhetoric 

as a way of knowing becomes subordinate to the rhetoric of 

silence. 

The Grandmother's silence becomes mirrored and imitated 

by Miranda's reticence; Miranda, "sitting silent" ("The 

Circus Collected Stories 347), notes the verbal exchange 

between her father Harry and her Grandmother (347) . When 

Harry turns his attention to Miranda and softly chides her 

for her fear, "Miranda burst again into tears; had to be 

taken away at last, and her supper was brought to her" 

( 34 7) . The passage proves revealing when the reader 

realizes what Porter has left unsaid. Porter implements 

"silence rhetorically as an invitation to the reader to 

perceive more than is said or to perceive the fact of the 
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imposition of silence" (Stout Strategies 19). Once again 

Miranda encounters emotional abandonment. No one comforts 

Miranda or attempts to alleviate her fears; she lS 

physically removed from her family, just as she was taken 

away from them at the circus. And when she takes supper to 

Miranda, "Dicey's exasperated and silent" attitude ("The 

Circus" Collected Stories 347) epitomizes the family's 

displeasure regarding Miranda's behavior. At this point 

Miranda attempts to seek comfort from the only source 

available to her: her collective and personal memories of 

the circus. Interestingly, Miranda attempts to recreate the 

past based not on her own perception but on the views of the 

o ther children: 

She tried, as if she were really remembering them, 

to think of the beautiful wild beings in white 

satin and spangles and red sashes who danced and 

frolicked on the trapezes; of the sweet little 

furry ponies and the lovely pet monkeys in their 

comical clothes. She fell asleep, and her 

invented memories gave way before her real ones, 

the bitter terrified face of the man in blowsy 

white falling to his death--ah, the cruel joke!-

and the terrible grimace of the unsmiling dwarf. 

She screamed in her sleep and sat up crying for 

deliverance from her torments. (347) 
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this point is dormant and will remain dormant until she 

reaches greater maturity. The six-year-old Miranda "has not 

yet made the leap that she is like grown-ups'' (32). Miranda 

fears her nightmare so much that she becomes terrified that 

"Dicey might [. .] turn out the lights and leave her to 

the fathomless terrors of the darkness where sleep could 

overtake her once more" ("The Circus" Collected Stories 

347) . It comes as no surprise that Miranda awakes from her 

dream frightened of the dark "because darkness has contained 

the awesome truths she has encountered that day at the 

circus" (Truth and Vision 32) . 

Not only does Miranda see first hand the innate 

darkness of humanity as Darlene Unrue notes; Miranda, 

likewise, experiences human darkness from a worldly, 

external perspective as well. The rhetoric of knowledge 

functions metaphorically for Miranda in terms of the circus 

e vent and the nightmare it induces: 11 The circus with its new 

knowledge has been a waking nightmare for Miranda wherein 

she has been forced to confront the grotesque faces of 

inhuman beings whose presence in the outside world suggests 

alienation and destruction" (DeMouy 133). Miranda's 

feelings of alienation are compounded when she awakens from 

her dream, for "[n]either father nor Grandmother hears 

Miranda calling--only Dicey, who responds merely out of 

duty. Afraid to sleep again, she desperately clings to her 



unsatisfactory mother substitute" (Walsh Illusion 176). 

Thus, Miranda's knowledge of the day's events functions on 

numerous levels: subconscious, emotional, and cognizant. 
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Porter establishes the circus as a metaphoric portal to 

knowledge in another way as well. According to Darlene 

Unrue, the tight-rope walker and the dwarf dressed as a 

clown perform an important function in the story: 

The convention Porter has used appropriately is 

that of the grotesque, the figure that stands, 

sometimes symbolically, at the gateway to 

knowledge. The hag of folklore is an early 

example of the grotesque and represents what Eino 

Railo has described as a "Dweller of the 

Threshold," a name he thinks probably derived from 

Bulwer-Lytton's Zanoni (1842). Before the pilgrim 

traveling toward knowledge can reach the realm of 

the "Beyond," he or she has to struggle with the 

grotesque "Dweller," who is "evil and horror 

personified." To withstand a confrontation with 

the grotesque Dweller, one has to be fearless and 

absolutely pure. (Truth and Vision 32) 2 

Miranda's encounter with the grotesque "dweller" in the 

form of the circus dwarf aptly provides her with some 

personal understanding of the circus adventure. As Darlene 

Unrue has pointed out (32), Miranda's horror becomes 
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complete when she sees in the dwarf's face "a look of 

haughty, remote displeasure, a true grown-up look. She knew 

it well. It chilled her with a new kind of fear: she had 

not believed he was really human" ("The Circus" Collected 

Stories 345). Thus, Miranda's ability to synthesize 

external information and internalize it shows the extent to 

which her critical thinking skills are stimulated by the new 

experience of the circus world, a world which functions as 

both "a metaphor for the outside world" (DeMouy 130) and "a 

microcosmic representation of the world" (Teixeira 51). The 

dwarf stands at the circus entrance (or, from Miranda's 

perspective in this instance, the exit) as Dicey and Miranda 

leave the circus, indicating the threshold of the "Beyond" 

which Miranda must cross. Interestingly, the "beyond" is 

not the circus itself, but the outside world as seen through 

Miranda's terror-stricken eyes. 

More than any of the other stories in "The Old Order" 

collection, we see the physical effects of Miranda's gaining 

knowledge from the outside world. Miranda's knowledge up to 

this point has come from family members and family servants. 

Miranda's encounter with the outside world sets in motion 

her "downward path to wisdom," to borrow a title from 

another of Porter's stories about a young child's encounter 

with knowledge. From this point forward in the short story 

sequence, Miranda continues her quest for knowledge 



cautiously, viewing her family with suspicion and 

detachment. 
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In her article entitled "'Tangled Together Like Badly 

Cast Fishing Lines': The Reader and the Text ln Katherine 

Anne Porter's 'Pale Horse, Pale Rider'," Ann L. Putnam 

establishes how Porter's works relate to women controlled by 

a patriarchal society: 

I know now that it is not just a matter of time 

and space--though there is rarely enough of 

either--but it is also a matter of detachment-

one's ability to go away, to lock the door, to say 

no and mean it, to claim the privacy of one's 

soul, the primacy of one's inner terrain, to find 

one's unassailable center. It's what Porter was 

always writing about, what she was always meaning 

in story after story of female protagonists 

struggling between autonomy and conceitedness. 

( 6) 

Putnam's statement is insightful when applied to "The Last 

Leaf," one of Porter's shortest--yet most profound--stories. 

"The Last Leaf" centers on Nannie and her life after the 

Grandmother's death. Nannie achieves autonomy when she sets 

in motion the traits Putnam has outlined. Nannie, more than 

any other character in the Miranda cycle, relies on her 

inner strength to detach from the Rhea family and live her 
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own life. Even in her old age, Nannie rebels against 

societal expectations and mores and is spirited enough "to 

go away, to lock the door, to say no and mean it, to claim 

the privacy of [her] soul." In many ways, Nannie carries on 

the Grandmother's legacy by exemplifying strength and 

steadfastness, characteristics which influence Miranda in 

her formative years. Thus, the canon of memory serves as 

Nannie's foundation for the continuation of her life while 

it simultaneously provides Miranda with knowledge. 

However, critic Rosemary Hennessy argues that both the 

Grandmother and Nannie's character traits are paradoxical: 

As positive female characters, Sophia and Nannie 

represent strength and endurance. But their 

function as models for a way of living is 

ironically undercut by their adherence to the Old 

Order, despite their insights into the harsh 

realities on which it was built. ( 3 03) 

But a careful reading of "The Last Leaf" reveals that Nannie 

does not adhere to the old order any longer, but discovers, 

like many of Porter's characters, the "truth for oneself 

(including the truth of one's own desires), and the strength 

to face that truth and act from that basis" (Carson 239). 

Nannie breaks from the tenets of the old order and becomes 

her own person, opting to live her own life on her own 

terms. Instead of being governed by the episteme of the 
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time period and continuing to work for the Rhea family, 

Nannie retires to a vacated cabin on the Rhea property and 

even refuses to fulfill the typical and traditional role of 

wife to her husband, Uncle Jimbilly. Nannie's actions 

cannot help but be noticed, interpreted, and transmitted to 

the young Miranda. As such, rhetoric as a way of knowing in 

this story combines with the rhetoric of silence. The sense 

of freedom that Nannie embraces provides Miranda with the 

knowledge of how to break from society's expectations and 

restrictions of women and the episteme that controls this 

era, even though Nannie passes on this knowledge to Miranda 

through silence and stoic actions. Miranda carries Nannie's 

knowledge with her into her adult years where it fortifies 

her with the endurance she needs to withstand life's 

hardships. "A last leaf, anticipating the breeze to which 

she will succumb, Nannie nevertheless [will remain] ln 

Miranda's memory a survivor" (DeMouy 135). 

The cycle of silence and the communication gap that 

Porter has depicted between the younger generation and the 

older generation thus far in "The Old Order" sequence does 

an about face in "The Last Leaf." In the earlier Miranda 

stories, Porter has shown how the misunderstandings between 

the children and the adults affect the children, with the 

cause of the communicative mishaps resulting from the 

adults' lack of understanding. However, in "The Last Leaf," 
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The children fail to comprehend or 

acknowledge Nannie's silence or actions until Nannie, biding 

her time, takes matters into her own hands and moves to a 

home of her own. In fact, the children take Nannie for 

granted, failing to consider her feelings. After the 

Grandmother's death, the children and their father Harry 

[. .] went on depending upon [Nannie] as they 

always had, letting her assume more burdens and 

more, allowing her to work harder than she should 

have. The old woman grew silent, hunched over 

more deeply [. .] and her spine seemed suddenly 

to have given way. They could hear her groaning 

at night on her knees beside her bed, asking God 

to let her rest. 

Stories 348) 

("The Last Leaf" Collected 

The rhetorical use of the word rest in the passage 

implies two different meanings and emphasizes what I. A. 

Richards calls "the inherent and necessary opportunities for 

misunderstanding which language offers" (Speculative 

Instruments 74). For the family, Nannie's praying to God 

for rest is equivalent to praying for death, an idea that is 

established in the opening sentences of the story: 

Old Nannie sat hunched upon herself expecting her 

own death momentarily. The Grandmother had said 

to her at parting [. .] that this might be their 
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. ] and 

once more promised to meet each other 1n heaven. 

Nannie was prepared to start her journey at once. 

("The Last Leaf" Collected Stories 348). 

But the rest and journey that Nannie undertake are not 

connected to the afterlife but to her earthly life. The 

term rest from Nannie's perspective is not a euphemism for 

death; the word literally means that Nannie desires physical 

relief from the hard work she has done and continues to do 

for the family. And the journey she begins is a journey 

into the interior, into herself, even though she physically 

removes herself from the family home. In essence, Nannie 

"repudiates and transcends all that violated her by a silent 

assertion of self" (Scott "Mind" 13). Nannie's assertion 

includes both a rejection and an acceptance of the past as 

she strikes out on her own but retains and cherishes her 

memories. As critic Darlene Unrue notes, Nannie has 

formerly "conformed to civilized folks' view of her" but now 

"reverts to backwards succeeding stages of primitivism" 

(Truth and Vision 29). True, as Unrue points out (29), 

Nannie changes her apparel of "black wool dresses, or black 

and white figured calico with starchy white aprons and a 

white ruffed mobcap, or a black taffety cap for Sundays" and 

instead opts for "a blue bandanna wrapped around her head" 

("The Last Leaf" Collected Stories 349). But more 
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importantly, Nannie chooses to return to her roots, to her 

own heritage and past which is subordinate to primitivism. 

Nannie's severing from her white family changes her in 

many ways: 

She had been finicking precise and neat in her 

ways, and she still was. But she was no more the 

faithful old servant Nannie, a freed slave: she 

was an aged Bantu woman of independent means, 

sitting on the steps, breathing the free air. 

[. .] [A]nd at the age of eighty-five she took 

to smoking a corncob pipe. The black iris of the 

deep withdrawn old eyes turned a chocolate brown 

and seemed to spread over the whole surface of the 

eyeball. As her sight failed, the eyelids 

crinkled and drew in, so that her face was like an 

eyeless mask. (349) 

More than affecting a superficial connection with her heri

tage, Nannie undergoes a metamorphosis and rebirth of self: 

Becoming her own person at last, she lives 

according to her own rhythms and though almost 

blind, sees clearly for the first time. While 

with the family, she manipulates them through 

guilt based on sentimental distortions of their 

past. Once out, she speaks straight. (Fetterley 

15) 



106 

The manipulation to which Fetterley refers concerns Nannie's 

disagreements with Harry and the rhetorical tactics she uses 

to gain the upper hand: 

When Mister Harry, in the old days, had stood out 

against her word in some petty dispute, she could 

always get the better of him by slapping her 

slatty old chest with the flat of her long hand 

and crying out: "Why, Mister Harry, you, ain't you 

shamed to talk lak dat to me? I nushed you at dis 

bosom!" 

Harry knew this was not literally true. She 

had nursed three of his elder brothers; but he 

always said at once, "All right, Mammy, all right, 

for God's sake! " [. • J . ("The Last Leaf" 

Collected Stories 351) 

Nannie's manipulations are based not just on the old 

order regime she has adhered to in the past, but on the 

matriarchal system established by the Grandmother. Nannie 

stands for the transition from the old order to the new 

order, represented by her words, her silence, and her 

actions. Nannie, 

[. .] having no real contact with or active 

participation in the life of the present, [. . ] 

nevertheless exerts a felt influence. The 

influence is responded to in a number of ways, but 
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most clearly by Miranda's father, who irritably 

acknowledges his debts to the past. He recognizes 

the lingering tradition she represents, even while 

he knows that her own account of the past is not 

entirely accurate. (Kaplan 324) 

But has Nannie truly broken from the present as Kaplan 

believes? Critic Lakshmi Chandra holds much the same idea 

as Kaplan, pointing out Nannie's rejection of her husband 

Uncle Jimbilly and her refusal to allow him admittance in 

her new home: "In this rejection, [Nannie] symbolically 

repulses the present and immerses herself in her past 

reveries. This rejection also symbolizes one woman's 

victory over patriarchy, and ironically, it has to be a 

black woman'' (58). 

The episteme that governs a woman's status in relation 

to her husband goes unheeded by Nannie. But her actions 

represent more than just a rebellion against society: 

Nannie's move from the house to a cabin across 

the creek also represents her breaking away from 

the present. Her ties are with the past and she 

wishes to pass her time peacefully until her own 

death. To Nannie, the past is more real than the 

present and a consciousness of this past always 

pervades her thoughts and actions. (58-59) 

In many ways it appears that Nannie has turned her back 



on the present. After moving to her own cabin, she 

continues the needlework and handicrafts that she and the 

Grandmother had devoted so much of their time to in "The 

Journey": 
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Thereafter she sat in the serene idleness of 

making patchwork and braiding woolen rugs. Her 

grandchildren and her white family visited her, 

and all kinds of white persons who had never owned 

a soul related to Nannie, went to see her, to buy 

her rugs or leave little presents with her. ("The 

Last Leaf" Collected Stories 349) 

Far from removing herself from the present, this passage 

indicates that Nannie is an active participant in her day

to-day existence. Whereas the Grandmother took her finished 

patchworks and stored them away, never to be used, or used 

her needlework to accentuate family relics, Nannie turns her 

craft into a small, profitable endeavor. And Nannie's work 

brings her into contact with numerous people outside her 

family--albeit white people who never held any of her race 

in slavery--an occurrence seldom mentioned in the 

Grandmother's life or the lives of the Grandmother's 

descendants. Nannie, while holding on to the past and her 

memories of bygone days, nevertheless belongs to the present 

in which she lives. Granted, those whom Nannie encounters 

may not be grounded in the present moment--Porter does not 
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offer this information to the reader in the story--but 

nonetheless Nannie has stimulation from sources outside of 

herself and her family. 

Other examples that dispute Nannie's rejection of the 

present concern her break from the family and her treatment 

of Uncle Jimbilly. If Nannie had chosen to reject the 

present and live totally in the past, she would not have 

asked Harry for the vacated cabin but would have continued 

living with and serving the Rhea family. Not only does 

Nannie embrace the present, she likewise has been planning 

for her future: 

She wanted a house of her own, she said; ln her 

whole life she never had a place of her very 

own. [. . ] It was astonishing to discover that 

Nannie had always liked to own certain things, she 

had seemed so contended and wantless. She moved 

away, and as the children said afterwards to each 

other, it was almost funny and certainly very 

sweet to see how she tried not to be too happy the 

day she left, but they felt rather put upon, just 

the same. (348-49) 

Again, the family has taken Nannie's silence for 

consent and contentment. As Janet Stout notes, the rhetoric 

of silence can be twofold in terms of the family's attitude 

toward Nannie: "But denial of personal identity is a form of 
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silencing, too, just as thwarting of authorship, denial of a 

'hearing,' and restriction of matter and style and pressure 

to use evasive language are a silencing" (Strategies 18) . 

Thus, Nannie's silence stems not only from her subservient 

position in the family, but from the Rheas' inability to see 

her as a human being with the same emotions and feelings as 

they have. Nannie's reticence, in many ways, is what Stout 

calls "aggressive silence" (19). More than any other 

character in the Miranda cycle stories, Nannie, through her 

actions, words, and silences, "prefer[s] to risk solitari-

iness, exclusion, estrangement, even isolation [. • J to 

absorption in the family of the past or the present" (Schulz 

9 2) . 

Nannie's attitude toward her husband Jimbilly attests 

to her commitment to living in the present and rebelling 

against the dictates of society. Uncle Jimbilly, however, 

seems stuck ln time, even though a first reading of the text 

indicates that he views time from a Bergsonian perspective: 

Uncle Jimbilly still pottered around, mending 

harness, currying horses, patching fences, now and 

then setting out a few plants or loosening the 

earth around shrubs in the spring. He muttered 

perpetually to himself, his blue mouth always 

moving in an endless disjointed comment on things 

past and present, and even to come, no doubt, 
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though there was nothing about him that suggested 

any connection with even the nearest future 

("The Last Leaf" Collected Stories 350) 

Uncle Jimbilly's sense of time functions in an erratic 

manner. Even though he talks of the past, present, and 

future in one long breath, each realm of time exists 

separately for him, as is evidenced by Porter's emphasis on 

the phrases "endless disjointed comment" and "nothing about 

him suggested any connection." Time in terms of past, 

present, and future remains detached and elusive in Uncle 

Jimbilly's mind. 

When Uncle Jimbilly calls upon Nannie to honor her role 

as his wife, Nannie balks: "'I don' aim to pass my las' days 

waitin on no man,' she added, 'I've served my time, I've 

done my do, and dat's all'" (351). Nannie does not opt for 

a return to the past and the traditional role as wife to her 

husband; instead, she embraces the present moment and the 

future, choosing to live her life on her own terms. Since 

both Uncle Jimbilly and Nannie have "stored up no common 

memories that either wished to keep" (350), it is not 

surprising that Uncle Jimbilly, from his unconnected 

perspective of time, wants to hold on to his marital rights, 

while Nannie, from her Bergsonian view of time, wants to 

sever her marital restrictions. 

Nannie's concept of time becomes evident from her 



musings as she sits smoking her pipe long into the summer 

darkness: 
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She said she wasn't afraid of anything: never had 

been, never expected to be. She had long ago got 

ln the way of thinking that night was a blessing, 

it brought the time when she didn't have to work 

any more until tomorrow. Even after she stopped 

working for good and all, she still looked forward 

with longing to the night, as if all the accumu

lated fatigues of her life, lying now embedded in 

her bones, still begged for easement. But when 

night came, she remembered that she didn't have to 

get up in the morning until she was ready. So she 

would sit in the luxury of having at her disposal 

all of God's good time there was in this world. 

( 3 51) 

This passage indicates that past, present, and future 

converge to form a realm of time that melts into what 

Bergson calls an "organic whole" (Time 100). Instead of 

escaping into the past as many critics contend, Nannie, and 

other characters like her, "see the past for what it is, so 

they may organize their lives in terms of the actual. And 

the past provides the standard by which they finally judge, 

and by which they are judged by the readers" (Gretlund "A 

Corrective" 442). 
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"The Last Leaf" exemplifies Porter's use of the canon 

of memory and the impact of silence as an instrument of one 

woman's rebellion against social restrictions and a 

patriarchal society. Nannie does not negate the past, nor 

does she let it rule her. Nannie, much like William 

Faulkner's Dilsey in The Sound and the Fury, endures. 

"The Fig Tree," a story which focuses on the 

acquisition of knowledge and the rhetorical strategies by 

which knowledge is obtained, "immediately establishes a 

context within to explore ways of knowing" (Hughes 54). The 

e pisteme that rules the historical period in which the story 

takes place allows Miranda to see for the first time many 

different realities that exist simultaneously. And, as 

Cristina Teixeira points out, 

From the beginning of the story Miranda is shown 

between a state of innocence and experience, as 

she ventures in her infantile world of innocent 

joys, despite her grandmother's attempts to 

restrict them; she wants to keep her grandchild's 

skin from being spoiled with freckles, in the same 

way that she wants her to avoid experiencing new 

thing, (sic) to keep her pure. (51) 

"The Fig Tree" holds an important place in "The Old Order" 

sketches for another reason as well: according to Esim 

Erdim, the story represents "the first Miranda story where 
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traditional female roles and the ideas of death and rebirth 

are juxtaposed" (57) . 

The rhetorical use of silence and the communication gap 

between Miranda and her elders are established early in the 

story as Miranda questions the family servant Aunt Nannie 

about the trip the family is preparing to take: 

"Where are we going, Aunty?" Miranda could 

never find out about anything until the last 

minute. She was always being surprised. Once she 

went to sleep in her bed [. .] and woke up in a 

stuffy tight bed in a train, [. .] and there was 

Grandmother stretched out beside her [. . ] , her 

eyes wide open. 

352) 

("The Fig Tree" Collected Stories 

Miranda must rely on her keen sense of observation to 

determine the happenings and goings-on in the adult world. 

When Nannie fails to answer her question, Miranda turns to 

the activities of her father and her Grandmother and their 

conversation for her answer: 

Now Torn and Dick were hitched to the carry-all 

standing outside the gate with boxes and baskets 

tied on everywhere. Grandmother was walking along 

through the house very slowly, taking a last look 

at everything. [. .] Her son Harry, Miranda's 

father, followed her saying: "I can't see the 
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sense in rushing off to Halifax on five minutes' 

notice." (352) 

Once Harry utters the name Halifax, Miranda begins to piece 

together the puzzle. "Halifax wasn't the name of 

Grandmother's farm at all, it was Cedar Grove, but Father 

always called it Halifax. 'Hot as Halifax,' he would say 

when he wanted to describe something very hot. Cedar Grove 

was very hot [. . ] " ( 3 53) . In this passage Porter 

emphasizes Miranda's reasoning abilities which are keen and 

logical, albeit incorrect. Miranda has determined that the 

name Halifax is the same place as Cedar Grove. Miranda is 

too young to realize that to her father, the term Halifax 

represents a thinly-veiled euphemism for Hell (Unrue 

Understanding 57) . Miranda incorrectly surmises from her 

father's "'Hot as Halifax'" statement that Cedar Grove 

serves as his point of reference for describing temperature 

that lS very hot. But for Harry, "'Hot as Halifax'" means 

"hot as Hell"; thus, by association Harry refers to Cedar 

Grove as Hell. The actions of the adults indicate clearly 

to Miranda that "[g]rownups talk around things, not about 

them" (Emmons 21) . 

Critic Darlene Unrue, in her work Understanding 

Katherine Anne Porter, notes how language and rhetoric as a 

way of knowing come together in this passage, as well as 

Porter's emphasis on the canon of memory: 
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The individual responses to Cedar Grove define the 

relativity of truth. Harry thinks of it as Hell 

because it lS unpleasantly hot. Grandmother loves 

it because she has been going there for fifty 

summers, her feeling an indication of her affinity 

to both the past and tradition. Miranda thinks of 

it as idyllic, filled with images of watermelon, 

grasshoppers, Chinaberry trees, and sleeping 

hounds. The disparity between appearance and 

reality is implied in these contrasting views and 

establishes Porter's theme . (57) 

Other rhetorical strategies abound in "The Fig Tree" as 

well. For instance, when Miranda inquires of Nannie if they 

are indeed preparing to leave for Halifax, Nannie replies, 

"'Now just ask you dad if you wanta know so much'" ("The Fig 

Tree" Collected Stories 353). Nannie's refusal to answer 

Miranda's question stems from a need to control through 

silence. Earlier in the story, Nannie, through her 

rhetoric, makes it clear that she has little control in the 

Rhea family. Nannie controls Miranda, but it is a control 

that Nannie wields because of Harry's demands; the 

responsibility of Miranda's appearance falls on Nannie. 

Hence, when Miranda requests a hat instead of a bonnet 

because the bonnet is too hot, Nannie responds with "'You 

not goin' to get a hat, you goin' to get just what you got,' 



[. .] 'and mo'over some of these days I'm goin' to sew 

this bonnet to your topnot. Your daddy says if you get 

freckles he blame me" ( 3 52) Thus, Nannie fulfills the 

"role of protector of the values and styles of her former 

oppressors, making sure Miranda's face is shaded [. . ] " 
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(Unrue Understanding 57) . Of course it is no surprise that 

Nannie has little control in the Rhea family--after all, she 

is an employed servant. Nevertheless, Nannie finds ways in 

which to voice her displeasure concerning her lack of 

control, usually in very round-about ways and through the 

rhetorical use of silence. But Nannie's control likewise 

holds merit for the story's emphasis on rhetoric as a way of 

knowing; the "scene is also important in depicting Miranda 

as subject to Nannie's domination, for, as Miranda develops 

a more mature, complex mode of approaching reality, she will 

break out of this constriction" (Hughes 54). 

While Nannie relies on silence and evasiveness to show 

her displeasure, Harry and the Grandmother employ silence 

for different reasons. When Miranda does as Nannie 

instructs and asks, "'Are we going to Halifax, Dad?'" ("The 

Fig Tree" Collected Stories 353), Harry answers her 

indirectly. Both Harry and the Grandmother seem to be ruled 

by the episteme of the day that contends that children 

should be seen and not heard, an idea emphasized in the 

following excerpt by Harry's preoccupation with Miranda's 
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appearance: "Her father twitched her bonnet straight and 

pulled her hair forward so it would show. 'You mustn't get 

sunburned. No, let it alone. Show the pretty curls. 

You'll be wading in Whirlypool before supper this evening'" 

(353). Although he does not give Miranda a yes-or-no 

answer, Harry's reference to Whirlypool probably indicates a 

creek, pond, or lake at Cedar Grove, thus indirectly 

indicating their destination. When the Grandmother 

interjects with "'Don't say Halifax, child, say Cedar Grove. 

Call things by their right names'" (353), Miranda has enough 

information to determine that she and her family are in fact 

on their way to the farm. 

The Grandmother's insistence that one must "[c]all 

things by their right names" can be explained by I.A. 

Richards' theory of Proper Meaning Superstition, "the common 

belief [. . ] that a word has a meaning of its own 

(ideally, one word) independent of and controlling its use 

and purpose for which it should be uttered" (Philosophy 11) 

According to Richards, the superstition is based on the idea 

that a particular type of stability exists in the meaning of 

any given word. "It is only a superstition," states 

Richards, "when it forgets (as it commonly does) that the 

stability of the meaning of a word comes from the constancy 

of the contexts that give it its meaning" (11). Thus, 

Richards' word theory provides insight regarding the 
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Grandmother's thought process; obviously, she subconsciously 

adheres to Proper Meaning Superstition, exemplified by her 

insistence on correct word choice. 

M. G. Krishnamurthi offers a different perspective as 

he notes the significance connected with calling things by 

their proper names: 

Growth from childhood to adulthood implies, to 

some extent, an ability to call things by their 

right names and a recognition of the otherness of 

things and persons, which is a matter of 

definition. The individual, if the world around 

him is to be meaningful, has to define for himself 

the distinctions between "me" and "not - me." (14) 

Thus, from Krishnamurthi's viewpoint, the ability to use the 

correct word in relation to the thing being named denotes a 

level of maturity on the part of the speaker. 

Interestingly, even though she requires Miranda to 

"Call things by their right names" and demands that things 

be done " [t] his way and no other!'" ("The Fig Tree" 

Collected Stories 354), the Grandmother ultimately fails to 

obey her own rules; she may name things correctly, but she 

cannot answer the simplest of Miranda's questions, which is 

to explain what a thing is. This indecisive, circumvented 

form of communication adds to Miranda's confusion concerning 

adults: "Miranda never got over being surprised at the way 
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grown-up people simply did not seem able to give anyone a 

straight answer to any question, unless the answer was 'No.' 

Then it popped out with no trouble at all" (354). Miranda 

determines from her observations that adults do not seem to 

be very logical in their communication efforts. Too young 

to realize the dynamics and the episteme that determine the 

interaction between adults and children, Miranda can only 

make sense of the world through her one-dimensional 

perspective. 

Miranda's confusion grows when she tries to understand 

how adults define relationships and abstract concepts: 

Another strange way her father had of talking 

was calling Grandmother "Mammy." Aunt Jane was 

Mammy. Sometimes he called Grandmother "Mama," 

but she wasn't Mama either, she was really 

Grandmother. Mama was dead. Dead meant gone away 

forever. Dying was something that happened all 

the time, to people and everything else. Somebody 

died, and there was a long string of carriages 

going at a slow walk over the rocky ridge of the 

hill towards the river while the bell tolled and 

tolled and that person was never seen again by 

anyone . ( 3 54) 

Miranda has not made the mental leap of realizing that one 

person can be called and known by many different names, 
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depending on the person's role and relationship to different 

people. And Miranda's concept of death appears to be a 

result of her own reasoning; surely no adult would explain 

to a child that death simply means going away and never 

being seen by anyone again. 

To pass the time before she and her family leave for 

Cedar Grove, Miranda visits the fig grove and "her favorite 

fig tree where the deep branches bowed down level with her 

c hin, and she could gather figs without having to climb and 

skin her knees" (354-55). It is no coincidence that 

Miranda's reflections on dying lead her to this place: 

Thinking about death and burial, Miranda's steps 

lead naturally to the fig grove of the town house, 

a symbolic landscape in the story, representing 

the nurturing mother for the child. It is dark 

and comforting there, and Miranda's favorite tree 

reaches down to her height, feeding her without 

effort on her part [. . J • (Titus "Mingled 

Sweetness" 123) 

Standing under the fig tree, Miranda remlnlsces that 

Grandmother hadn't remembered to take any figs to 

the country the last time, she said there were 

plenty of them at Cedar Grove. But the ones at 

cedar Grove were big soft greenish white ones, and 

these at home were black and sugary. It was 
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strange that Grandmother did not seem to notice 

the difference. ("The Fig Tree" Collected Stories 

355) 

Miranda's observations are insightful . The Grandmother , who 

is such a stickler for exactness and detail, surely knows 

that the figs in the fig grove and the ones at Cedar Grove 

are not the same. The reason the Grandmother chooses not to 

acknowledge the difference may be attributed to her "'It 

must be done this way, and no other!'" mantra (354). 

Perhaps the Grandmother does not wish to detract from what 

she considers the essence of Cedar Grove. For instance, 

when the Grandmother implies that she may be getting too old 

for horse riding at Cedar Grove and Harry suggests that she 

should ride Pompey, a gentler horse, the Grandmother replies 

tersely: "'You may ride him yourself,' said the Grandmother. 

'I'll never mount Pompey while Fiddler is alive. Fiddler is 

my horse, and I hate having his mouth spoiled by a careless 

rider. Eliza never could ride and she never will. '" 

(3 53 - 54). The Grandmother equates riding Fiddler with Cedar 

Grove; hence, she may equate the "big soft greenish white" 

figs with Cedar Grove as well. But the reference in the 

passage to Fiddler in connection with her sister Eliza may 

explain the Grandmother's failure to acknowledge the 

different fig varieties. Clearly jealous of her sister 

Eliza, evidenced by her comments to Harry--"' [. . ] your 
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Aunt Eliza has had plenty of time to pack up her telescope, 

and take my saddle horse. She's been [at Cedar Grove] three 

hours by now"' (353)- -the Grandmother probably does not want 

Eliza to have the better tasting "black and sugary" figs, 

just as she does not want Eliza riding Fiddler. This 

continuous and extended sibling rivalry between the 

Grandmother and Eliza contributes to Miranda's awakening to 

knowledge later in the story. 

While standing under her favorite fig tree in the town 

house grove, Miranda discovers a dead chick and hurriedly 

attempts to bury it before leaving for Cedar Grove. The 

Grandmother has instilled in Miranda a sense of exactness, 

ritual, and decorum; Miranda adheres to this teaching when 

she finds dead animals: 

When Miranda found any creature that didn't move 

or make a noise, or looked somehow different from 

the live ones, she always buried it in a little 

grave with flowers on top and a smooth stone at 

the head. Even grasshoppers. Everything dead had 

to be treated this way. ( 3 54) 

Struggling with the concept of death, Miranda attempts to 

maintain control by enforcing a strict code and procedure 

for burial that must be followed. Critic Linda K. Hughes 

notes that at this point Miranda's "knowledge is as yet 

superficial, simplistic" (55). As a result, Miranda 
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"assumes that all can be partly defined and so confidently 

separates appearance into self-contained categories 

[. .] . In so dealing with reality, Miranda mimics her 

epistemologically-naive grandmother," believing there is 

only one correct and true way to perform any action (55). 

But because Miranda does not understand the fine points 

of determining if an animal is truly dead, she becomes 

frantic when she thinks she hears the dead chick crying from 

its grave: 

Miranda wrapped the slimpsy chicken in tissue 

paper, [. .] laid it in the box carefully, and 

covered it up with a nice mound, just like 

people's. She had hardly got it piled up grave 

shape, [. .] when a strange sound came from 

somewhere, a very sad little crying sound. It 

said Weep, weep, weep, three times like that 

slowly, and it seemed to come from the mound of 

dirt. "My goodness," Miranda asked herself aloud, 

"what's that?" She pushed her bonnet off her ears 

and listened hard. "Weep, weep," said the tiny 

sad voice . And people began calling and urging 

her, their voices coming nearer. She began to 

clamor, too. ("The Fig Tree" Collected Stories 

356) 

Miranda's dilemma carries a great deal of weight in 
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terms of its significance. She assumes that the sound comes 

from the chick's grave--no other possibility occurs to her. 

Instead of searching for another explanation, Miranda takes 

the appearance of the situation at face value. Furthermore, 

Miranda's concern that she has buried the chick alive points 

to a large theme embedded in the story. As James Tanner 

explains, 

[ . . ] the real subject of "The Fig Tree" is 

suffocation, symbolized by the "Weep, Weep" sound 

of the supposedly suffocating chick buried beneath 

the fig tree. Suffocation is brought about by the 

culture of the old order, the treatment of 

children, the keeping of knowledge from the young 

[ . • J • Children are therefore the helpless 

victims of the old order, unable to breathe freely 

in any sense. The relationship of this story to 

Blake's "The Chimney Sweeper" has often been 

pointed out, with good reason. (79-80) 

Miranda's young age is not the sole cause of her 

inability to distinguish appearance from reality; the lack 

of communication and withholding of knowledge to which 

Tanner refers are crucial components of Miranda's confusion. 

And, as Rosemary Hennessy points out, 

[. .] Miranda discovers that she has made a 

terrible mistake in burying what she thought was a 



126 

dead chick [. . J . From her epiphany she 

realizes that the rituals and signs for dealing 

with death given to her by adults do not explain 

the meaning of death or the feelings she has. 

(308) 

The connections she makes in this passage reveal to the 

reader Miranda's unconscious fears and misunderstanding of 

what it means to be dead. The grave she digs for the chick 

is "just like people's" ("The Fig Tree" Collected Stories 

356). And when Nannie and Harry begin searching for 

Miranda, they are referred to not as family members but also 

as "people" (356). Furthermore, when Harry calls out to 

Miranda, "'Hurry up, Baby, you'll get left!'" (356), his 

words make Miranda feel that "she couldn't bear to be left. 

She ran all shaking with fright" (356). In many ways, 

Miranda equates her family's leaving her behind to death. 

Miranda's definitions of death include a person being "gone 

away forever" and "that person [. .] never [being] seen 

again by anybody" (354). Thus, at some level, Miranda 

believes that if she is left behind she will never see her 

family again. In Miranda's mind, separation is synonymous 

with death. It is no wonder that Harry's words cause 

Miranda to run, "all shaking with fright" (356). 

More language miscues occur when Harry becomes 

irritated with Miranda's fear. Instead of comforting 
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Miranda, Harry transfers his frustrations at his lack of 

sensitivity onto Miranda: 

Her father gave her the annoyed look he always 

gave her when he said something to upset her and 

then saw that she was upset. His words were kind 

but his voice scolded: "Stop getting so excited, 

Baby, you know we wouldn't leave you for 

anything." Miranda wanted to talk back: "Then why 

did you say so?" but she was still listening for 

that tiny sound: "Weep, weep." ( 3 56) 

The passage proves interesting when carefully analyzed. The 

phrase "when he said something to upset her" indicates Harry 

speaks to Miranda with the intention of hurting her 

verbally. The meaning of the phrase would be much different 

if Porter had written "when he said something that upset 

her." By her careful phrasing, Porter subtly indicates the 

power plays that take place on numerous levels among her 

characters: Harry and the Grandmother, Nannie and Harry, the 

Grandmother and Eliza, Miranda and all the adults. These 

power plays become more evident as the story progresses, and 

they influence the communication that occurs between the 

c haracters. Miranda becomes confused by her father's words 

as he utters one sentence ("'Hurry up, Baby, you'll get 

left!'") and then negates it in the next breath ("'Stop 

getting so excited, Baby, you know we wouldn't leave you for 
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anything'"). Harry could clear up Miranda's confusion by 

simply explaining that he was teasing her or merely 

exaggerating; instead, he opts to treat her misunderstanding 

with irritability. 

One of the most telling instances in "The Fig Tree" 

concerning lack of communication focuses on Miranda's 

silence about the dead chick. Miranda does not confide her 

fears to her family, choosing instead to keep quiet about 

the event. While Miranda may withhold her thoughts from the 

family, she, nevertheless, "is on the side of spirited self

assertion. Her sense of crisis when the family's departure 

forces her to abandon the buried chicken is an early 

instance of family necessities calling her away from the 

demands of her spirit" (Nance Rejection 110-11). Eventually 

Miranda's emotions and self-assertion become external when 

she decides that she must return home to free the chick 

after she and the family have started for Cedar Grove: 

Miranda's ears buzzed and she had a dull round 

pain in her just under her ribs. She had to go 

back and let him out. He'd never get out by 

himself, all tangled up in tissue paper and that 

shoebox. He'd never get out without her. 

"Grandmother, I've got to got back. Oh, I've 

got to go back!" 

Grandmother turned Miranda's face around by the 
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chin and looked at her closely, the way grown 

folks did. Grandmother's eyes were always the 

same. They never looked kind or sad or angry or 

tired or anything. They just looked, blue and 

still. "What is the matter with you, Miranda, 

what happened?" 

"Oh, I've got to go back--I forg-got something 

important." 

"Stop that silly crying and tell me what you 

want." ("The Fig Tree" Collected Stories 357) 

Miranda is given the opportunity to tell her story and 

to express her true feelings, but she remains silent. 

Terrell F. Dixon notes that because "[t]he adults won't 

listen, [. .] she must go along, burdened with the fear 

that she has mistakenly taken the life of a baby chicken and 

that the solace she has found in knowing the great cycle of 

life and death in the natural world was illusory" (98). But 

Miranda's reticence may be due to the Grandmother's lack of 

emotions. The text indicates that Miranda would not find 

the Grandmother sympathetic to her plight. The Grandmother, 

whose eyes are never "kind or sad or angry or tired or 

anything" (i.e., cold and unfeeling), would undoubtedly 

dismiss Miranda's story of burying the chick alive as 

ridiculous and insignificant. And the Grandmother's 

reference to Miranda's "silly crying" indicates that the 



Grandmother places judgment on emotions; emotions that 

elicit behavior which the Grandmother considers socially 

incorrect (such as crying) are deemed inappropriate. 

Obviously, when one speaks aloud in this family, an 

abundance of emotion is neither allowed nor tolerated. 
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Thus, in the Rhea family, "language creates a calm exterior, 

a surface as smooth as the earth Miranda pats down over the 

chicken grave" (Gibbons 77). 

More power plays and non-verbal cues occur as Miranda 

continues with her outpouring of emotion: 

Miranda had to stand up to cry as hard as she 

wanted to. The wheels went grinding round in the 

road, the carry-all wobbled so that Grandmother 

had to take her by one arm, and her father by the 

other. They stared at each other over Miranda's 

head with a moveless gaze that Miranda had seen 

often, and their eyes looked exactly alike. 

Miranda blinked up at them, waiting to see who 

would win. Then Grandmother's hand fell away, and 

Miranda was handed over to her father. 

Tree" Collected Stories 357) 

("The Fig 

Silence functions as a strong rhetorical strategy between 

Harry and the Grandmother, serving as a means of jealous 

communication between son and mother. Miranda knows how to 

read this silence and understands the competitiveness that 
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underlines it. 

Miranda ceases her crying once she finds comfort ln her 

father's arms. Harry's questioning Miranda about the item 

she forgot at home gives insight into Miranda's relationship 

with her father and other adults: 

" [ . . J What did you forget, honey? We'll find 

another. Was it your doll?" 

Miranda hated dolls. She never played with 

them. She always pulled the wigs off and tied 

them on the kittens, like hats. The kittens 

pulled them off instantly. It was fun. She put 

the doll clothes on the kittens and it took any 

one of them just half a minute to get them all off 

again. Kittens had sense. Miranda wailed 

suddenly, "Oh, I want my doll!" and cried again, 

trying to drown out the strange little sound, 

"Weep, weep"-- (357-58) 

Harry does not seem to know his daughter very well; he is 

unaware of her likes and dislikes and does not realize her 

attitude toward dolls. Miranda's idea that "Kittens had 

sense" indicates that she values logic and rationale. By 

association, Miranda thinks dolls do not have sense; they 

are dead to her because they can be categorized by at least 

two of the signs of death according to Miranda's criteria: 

if things "didn't move when you poked them with a stick, 
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that meant they were dead--it was a sure sign" (354) and 

"things didn't make sounds if they were dead. They 

couldn't. That was one of the signs" (356) The excerpt 

also infers that adults lack sense as well, which might 

explain Miranda's decision not to disclose to her family the 

true reason for her tears. Or Miranda may simply refrain 

from expression herself for fear of being reprimanded for 

burying the chick alive. 

The person who does seem to understand Miranda 

relatively well is Nannie, who knows that Miranda likes the 

black figs from the grove at home: "Old Nannie .leaned and 

held out her hand. 'Look, honey, I toted you some nice 

black figs.' [. .] Miranda clenched her eyes tight and 

shook her head" (358) Miranda's refusal of the figs 

relates to the chick incident and her belief that she has 

buried the chick alive under her favorite fig tree. 

Symbolically, to eat the figs would be equivalent to 

Miranda's digesting the realization that she is responsible 

for causing the chick's death. 

The latter half of "The Fig Tree" focuses on Miranda's 

observations of the interaction between the Grandmother and 

Great-Aunt Eliza, as well as on Miranda's acquisition of 

knowledge. Once Miranda has undergone her "symbolic 

journey" from town to Cedar Grove, "she reaches a place 

where she is to acquire knowledge of new things" (Teixeira 
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Great-Aunt Eliza, who "is one of the 'New Women'" of 

the day (Hughes 55), displays behavior and actions that do 

not adhere to the social mores of her time period. As 

critic Esim Erdim notes, the Grandmother and Great-Aunt 

Eliza hold "contrasting world views" and are paradoxical 

"role models" for Miranda (57). Interestingly, the 

Grandmother at times attempts to bring Eliza into line; and, 

at other times she refrains from voicing her displeasure 

with Eliza. The snippy conversation between the two sisters 

begins the minute the Rheas arrive at Cedar Grove: 

"I do wish you'd stop clambering up step

ladders, Eliza," said Grandmother, "at your time 

of life." 

"You're nothing but a nervous wreck, Sophia, I 

declare. When did you ever know me to get hurt?" 

"Even so," said Grandmother tartly, "there is 

such a thing as appropriate behavior at your time 

of " 

Great Aunt Eliza [. .] said to her sister: 

"So long as you can go bouncing off on that horse 

of yours, Sophia Jane, I s'pose I can climb 

ladders. I'm three years younger than you, and at 

your time of life that makes all the difference!" 

("The Fig Tree" Collected Stories 358) 

The above passage gives the impression that the 
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Grandmother usually instigates these word shenanigans, 

another indication of the importance words hold for her. 

The excerpt likewise shows that the Grandmother and Great

Aunt Eliza, in terms of their patriarchal society, are very 

different from one another. The Grandmother tries to 

maintain the proper behavior and social skills of the old 

order by her insistence on appropriateness, whereas Eliza 

rebels against the old order with her interests in nature 

and astronomy. Eliza's appearance is described in masculine 

terms in comparison with the Grandmother's, 11 loom[ing] like 

a mountain with her grizzled iron-colored hair like a curly 

wig, her steel-rimmed spectacles over her snuff-colored 

eyes, [. . ] and her smell of snuff 11 (359). 

Great-Aunt Eliza's appearance disturbs Miranda almost 

as much as the squabbling interaction she observes between 

the Grandmother and Great-Aunt Eliza: 

Miranda, watching and listening--for everything in 

the world was strange to her and something she had 

to know about--saw two old women, who were proud 

of being grandmothers, who spoke to children 

always as if they knew best about everything and 

children knew nothing, and they told children all 

day long to come here, go there, do this, do not 

do that, and they were always right and children 

never were except when they did anything they were 
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told right away without a word. And here they 

were bickering like two little girls at school, or 

even the way Miranda and her sister Maria bickered 

and nagged and picked on each other and said 

things on purpose to hurt each other's feelings. 

Miranda felt sad and strange and a little 

frightened. (359) 

Miranda's realization that adults can be unstable and behave 

differently--at times childishly--in certain situations 

unnerves her. Always having depended upon the Grandmother's 

ideas of perfection and reliability, Miranda begins to see 

that nothing is absolute or exact in the world. 

Miranda's ideas about reality are further broadened 

when she observes her Grandmother "looking the other way" 

when Great-Aunt Eliza indulges in an "unlady-like" activity: 

Now with Grandmother sitting across the room 

rummaging in her work basket and pretending not to 

see anything, Great-Aunt Eliza took a small brown 

bottle out of her pocket, opened it, took a pinch 

of snuff in each nostril [. .] . Miranda had 

heard of this shameful habit in women of the lower 

classes, but no lady had been known to "dip 

snuff," and surely not in the family. Yet here 

was Great-Aunt Eliza, a lady even if not a very 

pretty one, dipping snuff. Miranda knew how her 
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grandmother felt about it; she stared fascinated 

at Great-Aunt Eliza until her eyes watered. 

Great-Aunt Eliza stared back in turn. (359-60) 

Great-Aunt Eliza challenges the episteme of the day, as 

well as the Grandmother's sense of decorum, with her tobacco 

habit. The Grandmother's rhetorical use of silence confuses 

Miranda and adds to her distress and her growing uneasiness 

that things are not always what they seem. As M. G. 

Krishnamurthi observes, Miranda 

[. . ] is fascinated because Aunt Eliza is a 

living disproof of the "notions" about the family 

that have been handed down to her. Contact with 

her is a new experience to her, but there is such 

a wide gulf between what Grandmother considers to 

be "appropriate behavior" and Aunt Eliza's that 

she cannot bridge them unaided. (17) 

Obviously, in this family's opinion, Eliza is defined as a 

lady--she comes from a good family, she knows the accepted 

social conventions of her day and for someone of her social 

status - -but her actions indicate to Miranda someone of 

l e sser breeding. 

Eliza's 

But, as Janis Stout states, Great-Aunt 

[ . . ] power derives, not from beauty or social 

bearing, but from knowledge, and she possesses 

that knowledge only because she has pursued her 
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studies in disregard of prevailing notions as to 

what women should or should not take an interest 

in. [ . . Porter] created in Eliza an image of 

woman defined by her independence and her mind, 

not by biological function or social stereotypes. 

(Sense 192) 

Eliza, because of her vast knowledge and desire to learn 

about things in the natural world, will eventually free 

Miranda from her guilt of burying the chick by the story's 

end. 

Great-Aunt Eliza's socially-acceptable behavior is also 

brought into question at the dinner table. Miranda once 

again notes the discrepancy between what adults say and what 

they do: 

At table [Great-Aunt Eliza] would dissect a scrap 

of potato peeling or anything else she might be 

eating, and sit there, bowed over, saying "Hum," 

from time to time. Grandmother, who did not allow 

the children to bring anything to the table to 

play with and who forbade them to do anything but 

eat while they were there, ignored her sister's 

manners as long as she could, then remarked one 

day, when Great-Aunt Eliza was humming like a bee 

to herself over what her microscope had found in a 

raisin, "Eliza, if it is interesting save it for 
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me to look at after dinner. Or tell me what it 

is." ("The Fig Tree" Collected Stories 360) 

Miranda knows that her Grandmother would never stand for any 

child to behave as Eliza does at the table. Not only does 

the Grandmother fail to judge and reprimand Eliza; she 

encourages Eliza by showing interest in the microscopic 

findings. Control of the situation shifts when Eliza 

refuses to enlighten her sister: "'You wouldn't know if I 

told you,' said Great-Aunt Eliza, coolly, putting her 

microscope away [. . ] " (360). 

In addition to realizing that what adults say and what 

they do often differ, Miranda begins to make the connection 

that a word can mean two or more different things. The 

terms know and knowing take on numerous connotations in 

Miranda's mind: the world is "something she had to know 

about (359); adults speak "as if they knew best about 

everything" (359); adults act as if "children knew nothing" 

(359); Great-Aunt Eliza states that the Grandmother 

"wouldn't know" or understand scientific findings even if 

Eliza explained them to her (360); and, most importantly, 

when Miranda asks if other worlds are "'Like this one?'", 

Great - Aunt Eliza answers with "'Nobody knows, child. '" 

(361). Great-Aunt Eliza's ideology concerning the world and 

reality influences Miranda to a great extent: 

Significantly, Eliza is associated with the 
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microscope and the telescope, modes of seeing 

which enable one to discover more completely and 

clearly what is real. 

Equally, Aunt Eliza refuses to pretend to know 

what she doesn't or to limit the capacity to see 

by arbitrary preconceptions as to what must be 

[ . . ] . (Fetterley 16) 

Thus, knowing and the means of knowing become an array 

of unfathomable possibilities for Miranda. When Eliza takes 

Miranda and her siblings out to view the night sky, 

Miranda's idea that "everything in the world was strange to 

h e r and something she had to know about" ("The Fig Tree" 

Collected Stories 359) expands when she looks through Great

Aunt Eliza's telescope at the moon and exclaims, "'Oh, it's 

like another world!'" (361). Great-Aunt Eliza's reply to 

Miranda's outburst is important and sets the stage for the 

ultimate knowledge that Miranda learns from her great aunt 

r e garding life and death. Great-Aunt Eliza's response of 

"'Why of course, child,' [. .] 'other worlds, a million 

o ther worlds'" (361) leads Miranda to ask, "'Like this 

one?'" (361). When Great-Aunt Eliza answers, "'Nobody 

knows, child. '" (361), Miranda takes up the answer and 

chants it like a mantra: 

"Nobody knows, nobody knows," Miranda sang to a 

tune in her head, and when the others walked on, 
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she was so dazzled with joy she fell back by 

herself, walking a little distance behind Great

Aunt Eliza's swinging lantern and her wide-

swinging skirts. ( 3 61) 

Miranda, who finds the world strange and wants to know 

all about it, can only relate the concept of other worlds in 

reference to her experience of her own world. As a result, 

Miranda's mantra of "nobody knows" leaves her feeling 

"dazzled with joy" for two reasons: first, because she 

realizes that knowledge is infinite, timeless, and 

realmless; and second, because there are questions that no 

one has the answer to, and~ as such, adults in Miranda's 

family do not hold the definitive key to all knowledge as 

they would lead Miranda to believe. William L. Nance 

likewise supports this view, stating that Miranda, up to 

this point, 

[. . ] has been completely walled in by the 

certainties of the Grandmother [. . ] , but now 

she receives authoritative confirmation of the 

suspicion she has already felt--that the world is 

too big and mysterious to be bounded by the 

certainties of one person, even if that person lS 

her Grandmother. This is the thought that makes 

her break into inner song . It is her song of 

liberation [. . ] . Miranda's new knowledge is an 
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early step away from the family and the society 

which will oppress her increasingly as she nears 

maturity. At present this separation is merely 

suggested by the fact that [. .] she "fell back 

by herself [. • J II • (Rejection 110-11) 

The closing paragraphs of "The Fig Tree" focus on 

Miranda's epiphany and her new-found knowledge. The 

beginning of Miranda's epiphany occurs under a fig tree as 

she trails behind Great-Aunt Eliza and the other children on 

the way back to the house: 

They took the dewey path through the fig grove, 

much like the one in town, with the early dew 

bringing out the sweet smell of the milky leaves. 

They passed a fig tree with low hanging branches, 

and Miranda reached up by habit and touched it 

with her fingers for luck. From the earth beneath 

her feet came a terrible, faint troubled sound. 

"Weep weep, weep weep ."murmured a little 

crying voice from the smothering earth, the grave. 

("The Fig Tree" Collected Stories 361) 

This fig grove at Cedar Grove, noted as similar to the fig 

grove at the town home, serves as the catalyst which 

plummets Miranda into a Bergsonian time realm. Past, 

present, and future converge as Miranda hears once more the 

eerie sounds of the chick she buried under her favorite fig 



tree in town, causing the "horrible memory [to leap] into 

her consciousness" (Unrue Truth and Vision 47). However, 

for Mary Titus, the use of memory in this passage--and 

indeed, throughout the entire story--contains an auto

biographical element: 
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[. .] "The Fig Tree" not only reflects Porter's 

exploration of the sexual terror and guilt 

connected with memory, but it also represents an 

effort through fiction to resolve the long-term 

effects of her mother's death. If she cannot 

silence, she can at least change her response to 

the cry from the grave that haunts her. ("Mingled 

Sweetness" 123-24) 

The current experience, oddly familiar yet at the same 

time unfamiliar, frightens Miranda to the extent that she 

voices her fears aloud: 

Miranda bounded like a startled pony against 

the back of Great-Aunt Eliza's knees, crying out, 

"Oh, oh, oh, wait . II 

"What on earth's the matter, child?" 

Miranda seized the warm snuffy hand held out to 

her and hung on hard. "Oh, there's something 

saying 'weep weep' out of the ground!" 

Great-Aunt Eliza stooped, put her arm around 

Miranda and listened carefully, for a moment. 
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"Hear them?" she said. "They're not in the ground 

at all. They are the first tree frogs, means it's 

going to rain," she said, "weep weep--hear them?" 

("The Fig Tree" Collected Stories 361) 

The reason that Miranda expresses herself verbally ln 

this instance may be attributed to the fact that she is so 

caught off guard by the "weep weep" sound that she forgets 

to hold back her feelings. But a more likely reason for 

Miranda's utterance might be in relation to the word earth. 

When she hears the "weep weep," Miranda believes that "a 

little crying voice from the smothering earth" makes the 

sound (361). And when Great-Aunt Eliza questions Miranda 

about her reaction, Great-Aunt Eliza asks, '"What on earth's 

the matter, child?'" (361). Of course, Great-Aunt Eliza's 

phrasing is a colloquialism; but in Miranda's mind, the use 

of the word earth may indicate to her that Great-Aunt Eliza 

already has some understanding of her fears. Thus, Miranda 

takes Great-Aunt Eliza's questioning literally, believing 

that Great-Aunt Eliza realizes that there is actually 

something connected with the earth that brings about 

Miranda's terror. Perhaps, as William L. Nance points out, 

"Eliza's question, 'What on earth's the matter, child?' may 

be read as the earth-mother's expression of her willingness 

to explain any of the mysteries of the kingdom" (Rejection 

112), emphasizing the idea that "[t]his monumental woman is 
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for Miranda a sort of nature- or earth-goddess instructing 

her in the knowledge, but especially the mystery, of the 

universe" (108). Or perhaps Miranda, realizing that Great

Aunt Eliza behaves much differently than other adults, may 

feel it is safe to reveal her true emotions to her great 

aunt. 

Whatever the reason for Miranda's opting to express her 

feelings, she has chosen well; for Great-Aunt Eliza, ln a 

gesture more nurturing and empathetic than any displayed by 

Miranda's immediate adult family, "stooped, put her arm 

around Miranda and listened carefully, for a moment" ("The 

Fig Tree" Collected Stories 361). Porter indicates that the 

most evolved and well-rounded character in this work is the 

androgynous Great-Aunt Eliza, who willingly and with intent 

ignores the social mores and expectations of her day. This 

emphasis of character is strengthened by the imagery of the 

fig tree, which in folkloric terms represents both male and 

female attributes. Traditionally, the leaves of the tree 

stand for masculinity while the fruit of the tree denotes 

femininity (Jobes 1: 567). Furthermore, the fig tree 

symbolizes the conjugal act, purgation, prolificacy, and 

truth; it likewise stands for love and life (1: 567) And, 

according to the Funk and Wagnalls Standard Dictionary of 

Folklore, Mythology, and Legend, not only is the fig 

considered sacred; it is also considered intelligent and is 



called the fruit of Heaven (377) . 

The allusion to the fig tree's connection with 

knowledge cannot be mistaken. Jane DeMouy explains the 

symbolism of the fig tree in terms of Porter's story: 3 
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[The fig tree] is certainly primal, held by some 

to be the tree from which Adam and Eve ate the 

forbidden fruit and by others the tree from which 

they took leaves off to clothe themselves after 

they sinned. In either case it is one part of the 

story of how human beings first moved from 

innocence and ignorance to knowledge, as Miranda 

does in this story. In the pre-Christian world, 

the fig tree was sacred to Bacchus, god of wine 

and fertility; thus knowledge and life coexist in 

its symbolism, although neither tradition would 

have said that one necessitated the other. (139) 

Darlene Unrue likewise points to the significance of 

the fig tree, noting that "[t]he fig tree--a variation of 

the tree of knowledge--is the story's controlling symbol, in 

which all the meanings merge, and [. .] as the tree of 

knowledge [it] has a sexual connotation [. .] " (Truth and 

Vision 47-48). Linda K. Hughes also notes the significance 

of the fig trees and other symbols in Porter's work, 

believing that they ''imbue the story with a mythic pattern 

which reinforces the work's epistemological theme" (57). 
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Interestingly, Hughes sees the story's symbols as debilitat

ing, not liberating, to Miranda: 

The fig trees come to signify Trees of Knowledge, 

and Miranda's Cedar Grove symbolizes her internal 

journey from a naive to a more mature basis of 

knowledge. Her initial system of knowledge 

assumes the existence of certainty and so confines 

her mentally just as Nannie confines her physi

cally at the beginning of the story. (57) 

Miranda, without question, has obtained a new level of 

knowledge. How she will apply this knowledge to future 

situations and her life remains to be seen. 

At the close of "The Fig Tree," Great-Aunt Eliza gives 

Miranda a mini-science lesson on the behavioral patterns of 

tree frogs: 

"Just think," said Great-Aunt Eliza, in her 

most scientific voice, "when tree frogs shed their 

skins, they pull them off over their heads like 

little shirts, and they eat them. Can you 

imagine? They have the prettiest little shapes 

you ever saw--I'll show you one some time under 

the microscope." ("The Fig Tree" Collected 

Stories 361-62) 

Thus, Miranda's knowledge of the world around her, as well 

as the worlds beyond her, has expanded considerably, thanks 
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to Great-Aunt Eliza's scientific observations. The 

importance that Porter places on rhetoric as a way of 

knowing at this point is tied directly to nature and 

science. "Knowing nature in 'The Fig Tree' stems from a 

sense of wonder about the beauty and vastness of the natural 

world and includes an everyday attentiveness to nearby 

nature" (Dixon 99). This attentiveness points to what 

Darlene Unrue believes is a crucial component of "The Fig 

Tree": "the beneficial role that science plays in our search 

for truth" (Truth and Vision 149). 

However, Linda K. Hughes contends that Great-Aunt 

Eliza's elaborations on the tree frogs present a skewed view 

of reality: 

Responding to Miranda's fears that the sound comes 

from a grave, Eliza demonstrates that the cry 

actually comes from tree frogs. Yet her 

"scientific" explanation is a curious one, for it 

transcends the merely empirical [. • J . The 

wonder and magic evoked by [her] explanation 

surely invalidate a purely materialistic approach 

to reality, and the sense of certainty which 

materialism encourages. Instead the passage 

operates to fuse an imaginative approach to 

reality with the earlier insistence on skepticism 

--all of which approximates the modern artist's 
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epistemological framework. (56) 

Lakshmi Chandra sees the aspects of nature in relation to 

truth in more symbolic terms, also arguing that Miranda has 

failed to grasp the true meaning of her experience (64). 

Indeed, Miranda's reality is shrouded in illusion, as the 

following excerpt from "The Fig Tree" shows: "'Thank you, 

ma'am,' Miranda remembered finally to say through her fog of 

bliss at hearing the tree frogs sing, 'Weep weep 

I II ("The Fig Tree" Collected Stories 362). As the last 

line of the story reveals, Miranda at least feels a sense of 

inner peace from her Great-Aunt's explanation, regardless of 

whether or not she totally understands the situation at 

hand. 

But Porter's rhetorical use of language makes clear 

that Miranda still lacks a great deal of knowledge and 

stability, according to Linda K. Hughes: 

Miranda's relief at discovering the true source of 

the "Weep, weep" does not cancel out her previous 

anguish over uncertainty, or her epiphany that 

"Nobody knows." Indeed, the diction Porter uses 

undercuts Miranda's very assumption of certainty. 

Miranda is in a fog of bliss, and, [. .] Porter 

typically uses fog to represent the forces of 

chaos which undermine man's attempts to impose 

order and stability on life. [. . J The story 
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thus functions to establish the tentativeness of 

all man's efforts to know. (56) 

Critic Esim Erdim likewise holds the view that "the blissful 

Miranda [. . ] is in a fog which deceptively hides reality" 

(58); yet Erdim's idea seems to contradict his own assertion 

that Miranda has gained a great deal of knowledge and a firm 

grip on reality: "It is under [the fig] tree that Miranda 

experiences intimations of the possibility of rebirth, as 

well as a vision that she can be a different person from 

that which restricting social norms prescribe for her'' (57) . 

These ideas, states Erdim, arise from Great-Aunt Eliza and 

the concepts which she represents: "Aunt Eliza's life stands 

for a break with tradition and the courage to be reborn. No 

wonder the fig grove has figs that are big, soft and 

greenish-white, while Grandma's grove has black, sugary 

ones" (58) 

M. G. Krishnamurthi also discusses Porter's use of fog 

ln this section of "The Fig Tree," pointing to the 

discrepancies between Miranda's excitement that "nobody 

knows" and Great-Aunt Eliza's "scientific voice": 

Considerable emphasis is placed on Miranda's 

excitement; [. • J the voice of Eliza contrasts 

with Miranda's excitement and thus emphasizes the 

gulf between the adult world and the world of 

Miranda. Thus it is hard to attach a symbolic 
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significance to the knowledge about nature that 

Aunt Eliza gives Miranda. It seems to be nothing 

more than a source of temporary relief, for the 

realization that there are worlds beyond the world 

she inhabits cannot be, in itself, a source of 

freedom. It can as well be a source of confusion, 

since there is no evidence in the story for 

thinking that Miranda has been able to order her 

perceptions. The "fog of bliss" seems to indicate 

that there has been no real solution and that the 

gulf between the adult world and hers has not been 

bridged. (18-19) 

There is little doubt that Porter intentionally 

juxtaposes Great-Aunt Eliza's "scientific voice" against 

Miranda's "fog of bliss." Yet the meaning of the juxta

position raises questions in terms of Porter's intent. 

While many critics hold that Miranda's fog is equivalent to 

lack of clarity, another explanation may be the fog's 

symbolic relation to the field of science. Even though 

scientific methods are the means by which to obtain truth, 

scientific inquiries revolve around speculations and 

hypotheses. Hence, Great-Aunt Eliza's comment that "'Nobody 

knows, child. . '" indicates that scientific knowledge--

and, in fact, all knowledge--while enlightening, lS 

questionable and foggy at times. Thus Miranda's fog, far 
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The truth 

can be hard to see or uncover and is open to interpretation, 

Porter insinuates. Porter likewise asserts this view of 

truth as a never-ending quest and a source of renewal in the 

symbolic form of the tree frogs' shedding their skins. As 

Lakshmi Chandra points out, "The practice of the tree frogs 

shedding their skins, pulling them off over their heads and 

then eating them represents life's victory over its own 

decay" (64). The victory over decay of which Chandra speaks 

also reflects Porter's belief that what one perceives as the 

truth requires re-seeing on a routine basis. Thus the tree 

frogs' removing their skins allows for new vision and a 

fresh perspective of looking at the world, while the 

ingestion of the skin represents the absorption of old 

knowledge which is necessary for understanding. Addi

tionally, the removal of the skins can be likened to peeling 

away the layers of an onion, revealing deeper levels of 

meaning and understanding. 

"The Fig Tree" exemplifies Porter's use of rhetoric as 

a way of knowing on many levels and from numerous perspec

tives. For Miranda, the search for knowledge and truth 

leads her into arenas for which she has been ill prepared by 

her Grandmother and her family. 

"The Grave," considered one of Katherine Anne Porter's 

most skillful works, marks the culmination of the rhetorical 
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strategies used throughout "The Old Order." Nowhere are the 

canon of memory, rhetoric as a way of knowing, Bergsonian 

time, and the rhetoric of silence more pronounced than in 

this simple yet profound story of life and death. Although 

"less realistic in its details than the previous six 

stories" (Unrue Understanding 256), "The Grave" shows the 

extent to which Porter, through her deft artistry, has 

"honed, pared, and shaped [the story] in such a way that the 

events seem placed in a spotlight that illuminates only 

central details and relegates everything else to peripheral 

darkness" ( 256) . 

Porter sets the stage for the significant role memory 

plays in "The Grave," opening the story with a description 

of the Grandmother's attempt to blend the past, present, and 

future: 

The grandfather, dead for more than thirty years, 

had been twice disturbed in his long repose by the 

constancy and possessiveness of his widow. She 

removed his bones first to Louisiana and then to 

Texas as if she had set out to find her own burial 

place, knowing well she would never return to the 

places she had left. ("The Grave" Collected 

Stories 362) 

The Grandmother, unwilling to be physically separated from 

the past, keeps her deceased husband close at hand, planning 
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to be placed beside him upon her death. In fact, the 

cemetery where the grandfather's remains lie is located on a 

small plot of land on the Grandmother's farm. But as the 

story continues, the reader quickly realizes that times have 

changed as the new order begins to take over: 

After the grandmother's death, part of her land 

was to be sold for the benefit of certain of her 

children, and the cemetery happened to lie ln the 

part set aside for sale. It was necessary to take 

up the bodies and bury them again in the family 

plot in the big new public cemetery, where the 

grandmother had been buried. At last her husband 

was to lie beside her for eternity as she had 

planned. (362) 

The importance of the Grandmother in Miranda's life has been 

e stablished in "The Old Order" stories. But now the 

grandfather proves to influence Miranda as well; his bones 

a re a representative symbol of the past (Krishnamurthi 20). 

Although the grandfather has been deceased over twenty 

years prior to Miranda's birth, Miranda's life is over

shadowed by his presence. Critics Robert L. Welker and 

He rshel Gower expand on the significance of Miranda's 

grandparents as they substantiate the importance of the past 

and its role in "The Grave": 

Though Miranda is the central character [. .] , 
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the story opens with an account of the life and 

burial of Miranda's grandparents. [. .] The 

story must obviously be concerned with something 

bigger and more encompassing than Miranda herself. 

It is about a preadolescent child, but the theme 

explores [. . ] the persistence of the past and 

its values. So the opening paragraph suggests a 

theme that examines the proper role of the past 

(the grave) among the living. (150) 

Daniel Curley also comments on the opening of "The Grave" 

and explains Porter's emphasis on time: "[. .] the 

prologue introduces at the very beginning a much larger 

s tretch of time and a different concept of time as external 

and inclusive of the time of Miranda's own life" ("Treasure" 

3 81) . Thus, the influence of the past functions on many 

levels in "The Grave," establishing the integral role of 

memory early on in the story. 

The very depiction of the small family cemetery harkens 

back to an age-old past with an Eden-like description of 

this forgotten tract of land: "The family cemetery had been 

a pleasant small neglected garden of tangled rose bushes and 

ragged cedar trees and cypress, the simple flat stone rising 

out of uncropped sweet-smelling wild grass" ("The Grave" 

Collected stories 362). Into this timeless world of beauty 

enter nine-year-old Miranda and her twelve-year-old brothe r 
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Paul on a hunting expedition in pursuit of doves and 

rabbits. The graves, which are "lying open and empty one 

burning day" (362), seem to beckon the children into the 

depths of their cool interior. Miranda and Paul are 

intrigued by the graves; but try as they might, they cannot 

conjure up what they deem the appropriate sentiment and 

emotion for these sights: 

They peered into the pits all shaped alike with 

such purposeful accuracy, and looking at each 

other with pleased adventurous eyes, they said ln 

solemn tones: "These were graves!" trying by words 

to shape a special, suitable emotion in their 

minds, but they felt nothing except an agreeable 

thrill of wonder: they were seeing a new sight, 

doing something they had not done before. In them 

both there was also a small disappointment at the 

entire common-placeness of the actual spectacle. 

Even if it had once contained a coffin for years 

upon years, when the coffin was gone a grave was 

just a hole in the ground. (362-63) 

For Miranda and Paul, the graves seem as fascinating as 

anything new they might encounter on their trek as they 

explore the countryside in search of adventure. The graves 

are interesting to the children but not necessarily 

intriguing. According to M. G. Krishnamurthi, the "gulf 
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between their responses and what they think are appropriate 

responses suggests the absence of contacts with the past" 

(20). Krishnamurthi's reading thus indicates that the 

children view the past, like the open graves, as empty and 

vacant. But Krishnamurthi's statement fails to point out 

that Paul and Miranda's tenuous "relationship with the past" 

(20) appears questionable because the past has been 

literally removed from the grave and interred at another 

site; that is why a grave without a body becomes merely "a 

hole in the ground." 

But the empty graves prove to hold more than the 

children's disappointed interest. As Miranda and Paul jump 

into the vacated graves and discover family relics, they 

bring the past forward into the present moment when they 

find a screw head for a coffin in the shape of a dove and a 

gold ring carved with flowers and leaves. And just as the 

ancestral remains of Miranda's relatives are exhumed, moved 

from the family's sold property and relocated to the city 

cemetery, so too is the past exhumed from its burial place. 

The empty graves serve as liminal passages between the world 

of the present and the realm of the past. The significance 

of the empty graves in terms of memory and reality, 

according to Welker and Gower, rests on the fact that 

The grave is equated, first, with the living past, 

memory, a great treasure, a tradition that is both 
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But also compressed in 

the grave image is a second equation: since the 

past betokens decay, since memory is but the 

mental record of dead times, since tradition is 

merely the collective and codified memory of 

bygone experience--the grave becomes the 

equivalent of decay, waste, and mortality. This 

twofold meaning, [. .] instead of representing 

confusion, is actually a concise refinement, for 

the profound reality of life that [Porter] 

explores is everything her symbol encompasses. A 

full or total view is never arrived at with 

simplified abstractions. The world is complex, 

contradictory, paradoxical, mixed. One idea is 

forever merging with another. One aspect of the 

grave merges and blends with the other, so that 

the author's symbol reflects a full cognizance of 

the ambiguity and paradox inherent in the human 

condition. (151) 

The ambiguity and complexity of life to which Welker and 

Gower refer mark the beginning of Miranda's quest for 

knowledge and foreshadow her epiphany and vision at the end 

of the story. 

Paul and Miranda choose to swap the treasures they have 

uncovered in the graves, Miranda desiring the "thin wide 
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Paul has found, while Paul prefers the "silver dove no 

larger than a hazel nut, with spread wings [. .] a neat 

fan-shaped tail," and "a deep round hollow" in its breast 
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("The Grave" Collected Stories 363). Critics have pointed 

to the Christian symbolism of the dove, noting Miranda's 

willingness to exchange it for the ring. But the text 

states that Paul and Miranda "made a trade, with some little 

bickering" (363) Thus, the trade between the siblings lS 

not an easy one, indicating that there is reluctance on 

Miranda or Paul's part (or perhaps on the part of both 

children) to make the trade. 

While the dove carries strong Christian connotations as 

"a traditional symbol [. .] of divine inspiration, or even 

of Christ (Divinity functioning as man)" (Welker 152), other 

legends surround it as well. According to the Funk and 

Wagnalls Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and 

Legend, the bird "was sacred to certain ancient divinities 

of love and fertility (Ishtar and Aphrodite, for example) 

and offerings and sacrifices of doves were made to them" 

( 322) . Likewise, the expression "billing and cooing," 

suggestive of the flirting that occurs between lovers, 

refers to the dove's nature and harkens back to the dove's 

early association with eroticism (322). Additionally, the 

dove is representative of "a departed spirit" and symbolizes 
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ness, and is a "sexual emblem sacred to love and mother 

goddesses" (Jobes 1: 466). In view of these definitions, 

Miranda's relinquishing the dove for the ring is of great 

importance. Essentially, what Miranda refuses is her 

growing awareness of sexuality, procreation, and love, 

symbolized by her trading the dove for the ring. 
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But Miranda gains a great deal from her symbolic 

exchange. Although only a child of nine, Miranda's trade 

with Paul, along with the symbolism associated with the 

ring, foreshadows the adult Miranda's character traits at 

the end of the story. By giving up the coffin screw for the 

piece of jewelry, Miranda has metaphorically given up 

passion and naivete for inner unity and an "ultimate state 

of Oneness," symbolized by the ring's circular form (Cirlot 

47). According to Ray B. West, Jr., the gold ring which 

Miranda covets also stands for "knowledge and suggests 

qualities which that knowledge possesses" ("Historic" 17) 

Furthermore, the ring, "like every closed circle, [. . J is 

a symbol of continuity and wholeness" (Cirlot 273) and 

"suggests perfection, wholeness, unending cycles of life, 

opposites bound into unity" (Welker 152). 

What we learn of the adult Miranda in "Old Mortality" 

upholds the symbolism associated with the dove and the ring . 

Miranda proclaims to herself at the end of "Old Mortality 
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.] I hate loving and being loved, I 

hate it" ("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 220-21), opting 

instead to "know the truth about what happens to [. .] 

herself'' (221). Rhetoric as a way of knowing, along with 

the use of rhetorical silence, leads Miranda to 

enlightenment and wisdom. 

However, several critics offer varying opinions con

cerning the dove and the ring in Porter's work. For 

instance, Darlene Unrue points out that "[t]he truths 

yielded by the grave have been represented by the gold ring 

and the silver dove. The ring's only reliable meaning has 

been that of the temporality of the past social and economic 

orders [. .] " (Truth and Vision 151). According to Judith 

Kegan Gardiner, Miranda's finding the screw head in the 

vacated grave of her grandfather symbolizes that she has 

"inherited the religious and artistic tradition of the 

patriarchy which she [gives] to her brother in exchange for 

the female ring" (269) . And as Porter has so aptly stated 

herself, 

[ . .] of course the dove is a symbol. It's 

symbolic of peace, security, love, and lechery. 

But it's also the Holy Ghost and the innocent love 

of children. The ring is the serpent biting its 

tail, a symbol of immortality." [. .] "At the 

time I wrote 'The Grave' I didn't know the ring 
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(qtd. in Ruoff 309) 

II 
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Thus, the symbolic ring and dove function in numerous ways 

and on many levels in "The Grave," uniting memory with the 

quest for knowledge. 

As Paul and Miranda leave the cemetery and take up 

their guns again, the Eden imagery resurfaces as Paul 

reminds Miranda of his seniority regarding the rules of the 

hunt: 

"Now, the first dove we see, or the first 

rabbit is mine," he told her. "And the next will 

be yours. Remember that and don't get smarty." 

"What about snakes?" asked Miranda idly. "Can 

I have the first snake?" ("The Grave" Collected 

Stories 364) 

The reference to the first snake evokes images of Eden, 

implying Eve's temptation by the serpent in the Garden. 

Even though the children do not intercept any live snakes on 

their journey, Miranda, "[l]ike her archetypal mother Eve, 

[. .] indeed will have the 'snake,' the symbol of the way 

to knowledge of both sexuality and death" (Unrue Truth and 

Vision 52). Paul and Miranda, like Adam and Eve, lose their 

lnnocence and gain knowledge of life and death on this 

important day. 

Momentarily forgetting about the snake and the hunting 
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adventure, Miranda turns her attention to her treasure I 

"[w]aving her thumb gently and watching her gold ring 

glitter" ("The Grave" Collected Stories 364). The ring 

stands in direct contrast to Miranda's unfeminine clothes 

which consist of a straw hat, overalls, shirt, and sandals. 

The ring stirs up mixed feelings in Miranda regarding her 

outfit: 

Ordinarily Miranda preferred her overalls to any 

other dress, though it was making rather a scandal 

in the countryside, for the year was 1903, and in 

the back country the law of female decorum had 

teeth in it. Her father had been criticized for 

letting his girls dress like boys and go careering 

around astride bareback horses. ( 3 64) 

Miranda feels the backlash of the episteme that 

determines the clothing and actions which are acceptable for 

young girls in her society. Porter juxtaposes these mores 

against Miranda's instinctive ability to gage silently the 

societal barometer that measures appropriateness: 

She had met along the road old women of the kinds 

who smoked corn-cob pipes, who had treated her 

grandmother with most sincere respect. They 

slanted their gummy old eyes side-ways at the 

granddaughter and said, "Ain't you ashamed of 

yoself, Missy? It's against the Scriptures to 
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dress like that. Whut yo Pappy thinkin about?" 

Miranda, with her powerful social sense, [. . ] 

would feel ashamed because she knew well it was 

rude and ill-bred to shock anybody, even bad

tempered old crones, though she had faith in her 

father's judgment and was perfectly comfortable in 

the clothes. (365) 

Interestingly, Miranda does not feel shame regarding her 

clothing; her shame is for the effect her clothes have on 

the old women who, incidentally, with their corn-cob pipes 

and gummy eyes, hardly seem the fashion setters of their 

community and who are "backbiting hypocrites" (DeMouy 142) 

In terms of Porter's vision, Jane DeMouy points out 

that Miranda's encounter with the women stands as 

[. . ] perhaps the clearest statement in Porter's 

fiction of the paradoxical emotions behind 

Miranda's warring impulses: Grandmother and her 

social standards can inflict shame even in the 

face of a rational understanding that a new 

standard makes more sense. (142) 

The passage also is significant in establishing Miranda's 

character traits as a child, traits she will fine-tune and 

carry with her into adulthood: 

This social sense of Miranda's will never lead her 

to adapt her conduct to the opinions of her 
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neighbors, as this passage might seem to imply. 

Rather it is just one facet of her general 

sensitiveness to people and to reality, and an 

effect of her Southern training, which put great 

emphasis on social living. Later she will make 

this quite clear; but the Miranda of "The Grave" 

is not yet very much the strong, self-sufficient 

one who sees through and rejects the narrow and 

the oppressive. She is a little girl of nine. 

(Nance Rejection 105-06). 

Cleanth Brooks likewise comments on the incident of the 

neighbor women, comparing it to Miranda's initiation into 

sexual knowledge: 

This matter of clothes, and the social sense, and 

the role of women in the society are brought into 

the story unobtrusively, but they powerfully 

influence its meaning. For if the story is about 

a rite of initiation, an initiation into the 

meaning of sex, the subject is not treated in a 

doctrinaire polemical way. In this story sex is 

considered in a much larger context, in a social 

and even a philosophical context. ("On 'The 

Grave'" 278) 

Miranda's shame also stems from the community's 

attitude toward her father. Although Miranda has never 
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she intuitively feels and senses the underlying tension: 
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"Some of [Harry's] old neighbors reflected with vicious 

satisfaction that now he would probably not be so stiff

necked, nor have any more high-stepping horses either," 

since he has been left very little of monetary value in the 

Grandmother's will ("The Grave" Collected Stories 365). 

Once again, Miranda's sensitive nature picks up on the 

neighbors' unspoken criticism: "Miranda knew this, though 

she could not say how," (365) just as she knows that her 

father's ideas about her summer clothes make sound and 

logical sense. 

Miranda's memory of the old women, as well as the ring, 

"shining with the serene purity of fine gold on her rather 

grubby thumb," (365) affect her to the point that 

She wanted to go back to the farmhouse, take a 

good cold bath, dust herself with plenty of 

Maria's violet talcum powder [. . ] put on the 

thinnest, most becoming dress she owned, with a 

big sash, and sit in a wicker chair under the 

trees . ( 3 6 5) 

Miranda's rebellion against her unfeminine clothes, 

according to Dale Kramer, shows that " [s] he has [. . ] 

arrived at the physical-psychological stage appropriate to 

the type of initiatory knowledge she receives" (334). What 
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Miranda desires is to play the role of the Southern belle, a 

position held by many women ancestors in the Rhea family. 

The concept of woman as object as described by her relatives 

has greatly influenced Miranda, causing "vague stirrings of 

desire for luxury and a grand way of living which could not 

take precise form in her imagination but were founded on 

family legends of past wealth and leisure" ("The Grave" 

Collected Stories 365) . Critics Constance Rooke and Bruce 

Wallis examine the implication of Miranda's feelings in this 

passage by emphasizing Porter's use of Bergsonian time: 

Racial memory, the idea of a golden past belonging 

not only to the history of the family but also to 

the history of the race, is hinted at by the 

imprecision of Miranda's imaginings. [. . J The 

peculiarity here is that Miranda's "vague 

stirrings of desire" work backwards and forwards, 

attaching both to the past and to her desired 

future as a lady. (273-74) 

But the extent to which the family legend proves accurate 

cannot be determined; Miranda can only rely on her family's 

version of the past and take it for the truth. Neverthe

less, for whatever reason, the ring affects Miranda as 

Edward G. Schwartz so beautifully points out: "[a] dream of 

living grandly had stirred in her. The old myths were on 

her thumb" ("Memory" 81) . 
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At this point ln 11 The Grave, 11 Miranda begins to fall 

behind in the hunt as Paul moves farther ahead. Miranda 

silently considers returning home, but decorum and her sense 

of correctness prevent her from doing so: 11 She stopped, 

thinking that Paul would never do that to her, and so she 

would have to tell him. When a rabbit leaped, she let Paul 

have it without dispute 11 
(

11 The Grave 11 Collected Stories 

365) . The rhetoric of silence becomes significant in the 

passage for several reasons. Miranda, rather than voicing 

her feelings to her brother, opts to say nothing and 

continues following him. She refuses to argue with Paul 

over who has first shot at the rabbit, although she has been 

known 11 in her excitement at seeing birds whizz up suddenly 

before her face, or a rabbit leap across her very toes, 11 to 

shoot and to demand 11 as her own any game they got when they 

fired at the same moment 11 (363 - 64). Miranda's silence also 

indicates that time has elapsed between her thinking that 

she will return home and Paul's shooting the rabbit. 

Porter's juxtaposition of the two phrases " [. . J she would 

have to tell him 11 and "When a rabbit leaped [. . J 11 leave 

the reader wondering what took place between these two 

events. The phrases lack connection with one another and 

seem unrelated, as Porter implements Bergsonian time, 

melding Miranda's thoughts with the leaping rabbit. Time 

seems to stand still as the two events overlap. 
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Porter further utilizes the rhetorical strategy of 

silence in "The Grave" as it pertains to Miranda's quest for 

truth. Throughout the short story, Miranda's awareness of 

the truth comes Vla her keen sensitivity and observation, as 

well as through her "fine set of antennae radiating from 

every pore of her skin [. . ] " (365) . And even when the 

focus of "The Grave" shifts from Miranda, silence remains 

throughout. Indeed, "The Grave" has an element of hushed 

silence, of muteness about it. For example, when Paul kills 

the jumping rabbit "with one shot" (365), Porter's 

descriptive passage of the events that follow seems to be 

told from a whispering, almost secretive omniscient 

narrator, as the following excerpt shows: 

The children knelt facing each other over the dead 

animal. Miranda watched admiringly while her 

brother stripped the skin away as if he were 

taking off a glove. The flayed flesh emerged dark 

scarlet, sleek, firm; Miranda with thumb and 

finger felt the long fine muscles with the silvery 

flat strips binding them to the joints. Brother 

lifted the oddly bloated belly. "Look," he said 

in a low amazed voice. "It was going to have 

young ones." 

very carefully he slit the thin flesh from the 

center ribs to the flanks, and a scarlet bag 
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appeared. He slit again and pulled the bag open, 

and there lay a bundle of tiny rabbits, each 

wrapped in a thin scarlet veil. The brother 

pulled these off and there they were dark gray, 

their sleek wet down lying in minute even ripples, 

like a baby's head just washed, their unbelievably 

small delicate ears folded close, their little 

blind faces almost featureless. 

Miranda said, "Oh, I want to see," under her 

breath. (366) 

Porter's use of consonance--the soft, melodious sound 

of the repetitive£ and i tones--and Miranda's utterance 

under her breath of the desire to see adds to the hushed 

quality of the excerpt. And while Miranda and Paul's 

"child-bodies mirror the vulnerability of the rabbit and its 

young, their busy minds are hushed by the knowledge that, 

even as children, they possess a power that can stop 

reproductive process altogether" (Yaeger 274). It is no 

coincidence that the skinning of the rabbit resembles a 

solemn religious ritual as "the 'mated' children kneel 

facing each other over the symbolic birth of their young" 

(Joselyn "Short Story" 219). Paul's name is never mentioned 

in this section; he is referred to only as "brother." And, 

as Barbara currier Bell notes, "The Grave" "rel[ies] on the 

Garden of Eden parallel to help convey [. . Miranda's] 



170 

movement from innocence to knowledge" (63). 

Miranda's desire to see and to know culminates in this 

last story of "The Old Order" series with the image of the 

eviscerated rabbit. Richard Gray acknowledges the 

importance of the rabbit episode in relation to the means by 

which knowledge is obtained: 

Obviously, what Miranda [. . ] discover [s] 

[. . ] is important, but so also is the way she 

is discovering it. For as the conjunction of 

"see" and "know," and "body" and "mind" suggest, 

Miranda is taking nothing on trust. The knowledge 

she is acquiring is not the sort of predigested 

information that Miranda's family would have her 

accept but knowledge that is experienced directly, 

felt upon the pulses. Independence, the habit of 

finding things out for oneself, is its hallmark; 

and it requires no particular effort, really, to 

see how destructive of established rules and 

rituals such a method of learning must be. (187-

88) 

Miranda's viewing of the fetal rabbits inside the dead 

mother rabbit's womb parallels the incident of Miranda's 

exploration in her grandfather's grave. Just as the "rabbit 

leaped" from the brush prior to its death ("The Grave" 

Collected stories 365), Miranda also "leaped into the pit 
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that held her grandfather's bones" (363). And once in the 

open grave, Miranda is described as a creature of nature: 

"Scratching around aimlessly and pleasurably as any young 

animal she scooped up a lump of earth and weighed it in her 

palm. It had a pleasantly sweet, corrupt smell, being mixed 

with cedar needles and small leaves [ . . ]" (363). It is 

within this clump of dirt that Miranda finds the silver 

dove, the treasure she has discovered in the symbolic womb 

of Mother Earth, just as she finds treasure (i.e., knowl

edge) in the womb of the mother rabbit. And the grave into 

which Miranda jumped, "the pit that held her grandfather's 

bones" (363), psychologically signifies a return to the womb 

(DeMouy 141) and an affirmation of Miranda's inclusion in 

the life cycle, similar to the fetuses' short life span and 

their untimely removal from and return to the mother 

rabbit's womb. Furthermore, Miranda's leaping into and out 

of the fecund earth of the open grave indicates that she 

"unwittingly [mimics] the birth [she has] received from the 

ancestors whose bones have rested in the graves" (141) . 

Miranda becomes privy to a wealth of information 

concerning life, death, and reproduction as she views the 

treasure inside the mother rabbit: 

She looked and looked [. .] filled with pity and 

astonishment and a kind of shocked delight in the 

wonderful little creatures for their own sakes, 
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She touched one of them ever 

so carefully, "Ah, there's blood running over 

them," she said and began to tremble without 

knowing why. Yet she wanted most deeply to see 

and to know. Having seen, she felt at once as if 

she had known all along. The very memory of her 

former ignorance faded, she had always known just 

this. No one had ever told her anything outright 

[ . . ] . ("The Grave" Collected Stories 366) 

The knowledge Miranda gains is both sweet and corrupt, just 

like the sweet and corrupt scent Miranda encountered earlier 

in her grandfather's empty grave. In this instance, 

"[c]aught between sacred and secular time," Porter equates 

the body of the rabbit with the "mystery [that] beckons 

toward a new way of knowing the world" (Yaeger 274). 

Porter's rhetorical use of language and imagery in the 

above passage moves in a circular motion. Miranda sees and 

knows for the first time that life and death coexist, one 

inside the other, one ending where the other begins. The 

children's "discovery of the paradoxical nature of truth, of 

the secret of life and birth being revealed in the place of 

death and through a kind of bloody sacrifice, [. . ] is 

something that deeply impresses [. . ] Miranda" (Teixeira 

52) . And as Barbara Currier Bell notes, "Instead of life 

and death being ever-present with each other, one becomes 
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the other: the two are separate phases of the same process. 

Life is death: nature is not paradoxical but unified" (62 -

6 3) . 

Likewise, the womb imagery, in addition to functioning 

in a circular motion, carries a two - fold meaning. For "the 

grave is also a womb, suggesting a beginning rather than an 

end. It connotes not only burying, but the possibility of 

unburying, of resurrection" (DeMouy 140). Miranda realizes 

the womb is a grave for the unborn as well as for the dead, 

emphasized by her brother's "[s]tepping helplessly into his 

masculine role" as he "plunges the young rabbits back into 

their mother's body" (Yaeger 275) and literally buries the 

baby rabbits alive (Fetterley 17): "Paul buried the young 

rabbits again in their mother's body, wrapped the skin 

around her, carried her to a clump of sage bushes, and hid 

her away" ("The Grave" Collected Stories 367). Miranda also 

begins to comprehend the life cycle as she realizes that she 

too, like the rabbit, has the ability to procreate and to 

produce life. As "Miranda learns about birth and her own 

destiny as a woman," she also learns that even" [i]f there 

is beauty in the discovery, there is also awe and even 

terror" (Brooks "On 'The Grave'" 277-78). But the idea of 

conception as a renewal of life is but one side of the coin; 

to bring a new life into the world is to give birth to death 

because all living things, ultimately, must die. Thus, 
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Miranda's own new split, severing her from her formal 

childhood innocence" as it provides her with a glimpse of 

life's mystery (Titus "Mingled Sweetness" 121). 
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The knowledge that Miranda gains occurs silently and 

through her ability to think critically and to apply what 

she has seen thus far of life to the incident at hand: "She 

understood a little of the secret, formless intuitions in 

her own mind and body, which had been clearing up, taking 

form, so gradually and so steadily she had not realized that 

she was learning what she had to know" ("The Grave" 

Collected Stories 366-67) . The information comes to Miranda 

in one huge flash of understanding as ideas, emotions, and 

perceptions collide and form a montage of images in her 

mind. And, according to Patricia Yaeger, "[t]he difficulty, 

terror, and beauty of what it means to be born and the 

mystery of what it means to nurture a child in one's animal-

human belly are glimpsed [. . ] " as well (270). Porter 

indicates that Miranda has grasped the full impact of the 

situation when Paul says "cautiously, as if he were talking 

about something forbidden: 'They were just about ready to be 

born.' [ . .] 'I know,' said Miranda, 'like kittens. I 

know, like babies.' She was quietly and terribly agitated, 

looking down at the bloody heap" ("The Grave" Collected 

Stories 367) . 
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Janis Stout argues that Miranda is "feigning knowledge" 

with her "I know" statement to Paul in an attempt to avoid 

ridicule: "Now, even though the discovery of the unborn 

rabbits is a moment of intense realization for her, she will 

not tell her brother what she is feeling lest he, too, mock 

her for not knowing about birth before" (Strategies 128). 

In typical fashion, Miranda, who "has learned to mask her 

agitation'' (127), remains reticent. Feeling emotionally 

upset, Miranda keeps her thoughts to herself for good 

reasons. "She sees more than others see and she feels more, 

and what she feels cannot be stated even if she wished to" 

( 12 7) . What Miranda learns also combines past, present, and 

future with the knowledge she keeps to herself: 

For Miranda, it is not just the fact of the 

rabbit's labor--its impossible work of making the 

very young from the relatively old--that is 

fascinating, nor is it simply her terror of death. 

Miranda needs "to see, to know," and to put this 

knowledge into words. But the gift of language 

never comes. (Yaeger 275) 

While the sight of the mother rabbit and her unborn 

young leaves Miranda speechless, Paul further emphasizes the 

crucial importance of remaining quiet as he "warns Miranda 

t [ . J " (Walsh Illusion to keep their knowledge secre · 

177) : 
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"Listen now. Now you listen to me, and don't ever 

forget. Don't you ever tell a living soul that 

you saw this. Don't tell a soul. Don't tell Dad 

because I'll get into trouble. [. .] So now 

don't you go and forget and blab sometime the way 

you're always doing . . Now, that's a secret. 

Don't you tell." 

367) 

("The Grave" Collected Stories 

From what the reader knows of Miranda, it seems odd that 

Paul would admonish her so insistently to keep quiet. 

hard to imagine Miranda's blabbing information and even 

harder to believe that she would do so on a continuous 

basis, as Paul states. 

It is 

Patricia Yaeger points to a more profound meaning of 

Miranda's silence. Yaeger questions not only Paul's male 

dominance over Miranda; she likewise questions the societal 

episteme that prevents open discussion of this taboo 

subject: "Does Miranda have a right to speak about 

reproduction, to seek knowledge about what she has seen? 

Not in this decade, not in Southern society" (275). Thus, 

many forces are at work against Miranda, forces that silence 

her and attempt to "bury" her through repression" (Gardiner 

67) . 

In keeping with her reticent characteristic, 

Miranda never told, she did not even wish to 
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tell anybody. She thought about the whole 

worrisome affair with confused unhappiness for a 

few days. Then it sank quietly into her mind and 

was heaped over by accumulated thousands of 

impressions [. 

Stories 367) 

• J • ("The Grave" Collected 

The memory of the rabbit incident becomes buried in 

Miranda's mind and is "heaped over" by other memories, just 

as the "bloody heap" of rabbit fetuses was buried by Paul in 

the mother rabbit's body. 

But the rabbit episode eventually resurfaces in 

Miranda's mind as Katherine Anne Porter skillfully merges 

time and memory and shows Miranda's functioning in a 

Bergsonian realm of time where past, present, and future 

converge through the vehicle of memory. This convergence 

takes place twenty years after the rabbit incident in "a 

Proustian kind of association" (Unrue Truth and Vision 150) 

as Miranda is walking through an open market in a foreign 

country, presumably Mexico: 

One day she was picking her path among the puddles 

and crushed refuse of a market street in a strange 

city of a strange country, when without warning, 

plain and clear in its true colors as if she 

looked through a frame upon a scene that had not 

stirred nor changed since the moment it happened , 
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the episode of that far-off day leaped from its 

so burial place before her mind's eye. She was 

reasonlessly horrified she halted suddenly 

staring, the scene before her eyes dimmed by the 

vision back of them. An Indian vendor had held up 

before her a tray of dyed sugar sweets, in the 

shapes of all kinds of small creatures: birds, 

baby chicks, baby rabbits, lambs, baby pigs. 

They were in gay colors and smelled of vanilla, 

maybe. It was a very hot day and the smell ln 

the market, with its piles of raw flesh and 

wilting flowers, was like the mingled sweetness 

and corruption she had smelled that other day in 

the empty cemetery at home: the day she had 

remembered always until now vaguely as the time 

she and her brother had found treasure in the 

opened graves. Instantly upon this thought the 

dreadful vision faded, and she saw clearly her 

brother, whose childhood face she had forgotten, 

standing again in the blazing sunshine, again 

twelve years old, a pleased sober smile in his 

eyes, turning the silver dove over and over in his 

hands. ( 11 The Grave 11 Collected Stories 367-68) 

The time sequences in terms of past and present in the 

above passage merge as 11 [t]he act of memory itself, the 
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fundamental act of human imagination, defeats the power of 

time" (Hardy Porter 24). Time and memory function 

simultaneously as the market evokes Miranda's memory by 

tying it to her sense of smell, the sense most directly 

linked to memory. This day "in Mexico, when Miranda has her 

epiphanic flashback, [. .] is covered with 'blazing 

sunshine'--giving her past back" (Chandra 84), just like the 

hot summer day when Paul killed the pregnant rabbit. The 

combined odors of dying flowers and fresh meat in the market 

remind Miranda of the blended sweet and corrupt scent from 

the past when she had jumped into her grandfather's opened 

grave. 

At this point Porter does not make the crucial 

connection for the reader, but subtly infers it, letting the 

reader discover its power. The text states that Miranda 

sees in her mind's eye the event from the past, but not 

exactly what she sees (Gardiner 267) . It is not just the 

platter of colored sugar sweets (which the reader can assume 

are dyed red) in the shape of baby animals that reminds 

Miranda of the mother rabbit and baby fetuses; the scent of 

dying flowers and raw meat in the market relates to the 

smell of vegetation in the hot Texas sun that surely must 

have surrounded Miranda and Paul when they knelt before the 

raw flesh of the dead rabbit as Paul skinned it. It is no 

wonder that the memory of her grandfather's grave brings 
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forward in Miranda's mind the unstated image of the dead 

rabbit: the scents are the same, merging with the scent in 

the market that is enhanced by the visual image of the 

sweets which resemble the rabbit fetuses. The memory of the 

earlier episode, which has been silenced, so to speak, by 

Miranda's subconscious, returns to the present: 

[. . ] this "heap" of impressions- -which 

replicates, in its shape the "bloody heap" of 

rabbits that Paul buries--continues to do its 

work. Even in repression, this experience is 

trying to speak; the thoughts that accumulate 

around Miranda's lost memory only multiply the 

paths to this memory: what has been forgotten 

insists on repetition. (Yaeger 276) 

In a way, Miranda's earlier silence comes back to haunt 

her now; her remembrance indicates that she is "more deeply 

disturbed and victimized by the incident" than she realizes 

(Erdim 61), due in part to her reticence: "If Miranda had 

chosen to speak, the image might have been less deeply 

embedded in her memory and the sudden remembering might have 

been less painful for her" (61). Having buried the rabbit 

incident in her mind, Miranda still remains unclear about 

the episode's significance and its effect on her. Even now 

"the adult Miranda refuses to reflect upon whatever the 

unborn rabbits meant to her" (Kramer 335) and now, "having 
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been granted knowledge, [she] pulls back from it" ( 3 3 6) . 

But critic Charles Kaplan believes Miranda's vision provides 

enlightenment, functioning as an epiphany. Miranda's vision 

represents 

[. . ] the way experiences operate in reality. 

The thing happens, but its full significance is 

not realized until years later. The revelation of 

meaning may take place under totally different 

circumstances, as an accidental conjunction of 

events or things suddenly illuminates the past and 

renders meaningful an event which appeared to have 

been completely buried. The way in which the past 

operates to shape or illuminate the present is 

skillfully rendered [. • J . ( 3 25) 

Indeed, Porter's rhetorical skill, which "pulls the 

reader vertically towards submerged meanings and 

horizontally backward through time and memories (Gibbons 

74), adds ambiguity to the meaning of Miranda's epiphany. 

As Mark Busby aptly notes, the ambivalence found in "The 

Grave" occurs as a result of its structure which "turns on 

the dualities of youth and age, birth and death, innocence 

and experience, past and present, fertility and infertility, 

male and female, guilt and innocence, all intertwined 

through the power of memory" ( 91) . But it is this very 

ambivalence which allows the meaning of the story to be 
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"created by the reader as he or she interacts with the rich 

sign system in the story" (Whitt 31). Porter does not 

explain the meaning; "she reaches the moment and [. . J 

allows the reader to bring it to life" (30). 

Regardless of the significance of her vision, regard

less of whether she understands the full implication of her 

traumatic childhood experience, Miranda has obtained a 

g oodly amount of knowledge and experience. The depth and 

b readth of her wisdom, however, remain debatable among 

Po rter scholars. One reason for the contrasting views 

regarding Miranda's level of knowledge can be attributed to 

the physical location where her vision takes place. 

Miranda's forgotten memory surfaces "in a land haunted by 

v iolence, tension, and blood" (Emmons 37). Given the 

loc ale, Miranda's epiphany hints at irony, according to 

George Cheatham: "Having rejected the past, the adult 

Miranda leads a modern existence. The initial gaiety of 

fre e dom having given way to an implicit despair over lost 

meaning, she is a stranger in a strange country, surrounded 

by death" ("Rabbit" 173). In fact, "the corruption-filled 

market [. .] stresses the wandering career of Miranda, who 

c ould not accept an usual, settled life, who had refused 

family legend and tradition and wanted to find her own 

truth" (Teixeira 53). 

The alienation that Miranda feels in this foreign 
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country may be the key that unlocks the mystery and explains 

the replacement of her brother Paul for the vision of the 

aborted baby rabbits in her mind's eye. 

instance as Miranda's 

Paul serves in this 

[. . ] link to home, but he looks as detached 

from her as she is in fact now detached from him. 

No communication is shown or implied, and we have 

no reason to believe that her regret or nostalgia 

or loneliness (whatever this complex emotion is) 

will ever be communicated [. • J . (Stout 

"Writing Home" 20) 

Akiko Suzue also echoes Stout's argument, observing that 

"when the memory comes up to Miranda from the depth of her 

heart, it has power to revive the tie to her brother, to her 

family, and her roots from which Miranda is obviously 

alienated" (97). However, Kaye Gibbons takes a different 

view, citing Miranda's recollection of Paul as symbolic of 

her need to regain and understand her past experience: 

Surfaces expand and fold over to create a new 

vision of something very old. Miranda's sudden 

memory of Paul proves that up until then she had 

been poking and prodding at surfaces of time and 

memory to gain admittance, that she had been using 

the wrong digging tool all along. She did not 

even need to work. All she needed was imagination 
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enough to allow a visitation by sensuous memory. 

(79) 

Thus, the memory of Paul acts as a connection to synthesiz

ing and categorizing the rabbit incident in an acceptable, 

thinly-cloaked metaphor. 

However, Miranda's memory does not reconstruct itself 

accurately in terms of chronological time. In fact, the 

rabbit episode "consists of two brief scenes in Miranda's 

memory that repeat--but in reverse order--the two incidents" 

from her childhood (Prater 338). And according to Patricia 

Yaeger, Miranda's inability to remember the event correctly 

is linked to Paul's earlier admonishment to keep quiet about 

the mother rabbit: 

Miranda's forgetfulness is promulgated, then, as 

much by her brother's censorship as by her own 

revulsion. And this censorship is repeated at the 

end of the story, for as the image of the mother 

rabbit starts from its burial place, Paul's image 

covers it again. Why? (277) 

Yaeger believes the answer to her question is "that Miranda 

found, ln her backward-looking glance at her brother, an 

aesthetic that helped her transcend her knowledge of the 

womb's morbidity and get on with her life" (277). However, 

Yaeger quickly points out that her analysis is problematic: 

of course the flaw in this reading lies in its 
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political complicity, for Paul's image also works 

to restore Western culture's reproduction 

unconscious, just as his earlier censoring of 

Miranda's sadness and curiosity restores a silence 

about birth and male violence in the dominant 

discourse. ( 2 77) 

Critic Darlene Unrue likens Miranda's experience in the 

market to artistic creation; Unrue points to the signifi

c ance of the canon of memory, rhetoric as a way of knowing, 

and Bergsonian time in her analysis: 

[Miranda's] final vision, which constitutes an 

epiphany, is itself art. The child Paul [. . ] 

lives in the center of Miranda's memory and is 

immortalized there; the story's structure, with 

its sudden leap into future time, dramatizes the 

memory within the present reality by the 

juxtaposition of a twenty-years-distant past with 

the present. (Truth and Vision 152) 

Judith Kegan Gardiner also comments on the aspect of art and 

time in Miranda's epiphany, explaining that "she has 

regained the dove--along with the brother who holds it--as 

an object of vision, framed and timeless, the Appollonian 

creation of her memory and her authorial imagination" (269) 

Furthermore, Daniel Curley relates "The Grave" to the 

c oncept of art as well, emphasizing the part Porter's own 
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experience plays in the story: 

Katherine Anne Porter's [. .] "The Grave" 

provides some interesting clues as to the nature 

of her personal fable, because the fundamental 

concepts on which the story rests are that the 

mind of the writer is the grave of the past and 

that the art of the writer resurrects the past to 

a new life and a new meaning. ("Treasure" 3 77) 

"The Grave" is evidence of Katherine Anne Porter's 

exceptional skill and creative vision. The purity and 

clarity with which she presents the events in Miranda's life 

"are of the greatest simplicity, beautifully true to 

reality, and are portrayed with such minute honesty that 

they come closer to perfection than any other passage of 

comparable length in Miss Porter's writings" (Nance 

Rejection 102-03). "The Grave" also brings to a close "The 

Old Order" cycle of short stories. Through a mere seven 

stories the reader has gained intimate knowledge of the Rhea 

family while following Miranda's maturation from her early 

years to adulthood. In the next Miranda story entitled "Old 

Mortality," Katherine Anne Porter brings into even sharper 

focus Miranda and her family, intensifying the degree to 

which the canon of memory and rhetoric as a way of knowing 

function in this longer work. 



CHAPTER III 

"LIKE A DRY LITTLE PLANT SET OUT IN A GENTLE RAIN": 

FAMILY LEGEND AND THE QUEST FOR KNOWLEDGE IN 

"OLD MORTALITY" 

Throughout "The Old Order" collection, Katherine Anne 

Porter's emphasis on rhetorical conventions functions at 

varying degrees within the individual stories. At times the 

canon of memory and the importance of the past take center 

stage, while in other instances rhetoric as a way of knowing 

becomes dominant. Porter weaves elements of Bergsonian 

time, historical epistemes, and theories of semantics into 

the stories as well. But it is in her longer work "Old 

Mortality" that Porter combines all of these rhetorical 

elements into one story. From a chronological perspective, 

"Old Mortality" (1938) comes after "The Fig Tree" (finished 

in 1929 but not published until 1960), "The Circus" (1935), 

"The Grave" (1935), "The Journey" (1936), and before "The 

Source" (1941), "The Witness" (1944), and "The Last Leaf" 

(1944), an order which indicates that Porter envisioned and 

included rhetorical strategies at an early stage in her 

creative process. As Lodwick Hartley points out, Porter's 

style and use of descriptive detail "make 'Old Mortality' an 

excitingly beautiful tapestry. With a few accurate strokes 
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Miss Porter can most successfully evoke the illusion of the 

past" ("Porter" 215). 

"Old Mortality" is structured into three sections which 

trace Miranda's life from the age of eight through eighteen. 

This structure, "divided into time periods identifiable by 

the protagonist's age [. .] reinforces the novella's 

common theme: reality is not a single recognizable truth, 

but rather a series of snapshots, each conveying a partial 

truth" (Keppel 20). Thus, while "The Old Order" collection 

provides numerous facets of Miranda's life from a range of 

ages and viewpoints, "Old Mortality" portrays Miranda's 

maturation process in a linear, chronological manner. Yet 

within this straightforward progression of time, memory, 

Bergsonian time, and various social issues emerge. These 

elements enhance the plot, reveal underlying assumptions and 

ideas which the characters hold, and provide a three-dimen-

sional quality to the story. 

Critic Merrill Skaggs likewise comments on the multi-

layered structure of "Old Mortality," noting the 

significance of the structure in relation to meaning: 

The three parts [. .] invite--and support--many 

very different interpretations of its structure. 

The parts can be seen to represent Miranda's 

childhood, adolescence, and adulthood; or the 

past, present, and future as each impinges on and 



alters Miranda's life; or three ways in which a 

remote and seemingly peripheral or ignorable 

relative [. . ] can affect the world view of a 
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little girl; or the intrusions of three mysterious 

female strangers--Amy, Miss Honey, and Cousin Eva 

--each of whom teaches Miranda a different truth· 
I 

or it can be interpreted as a 11 the more things 

change, the more they stay the same" story, in 

three phases. ("The Louisianas" 157) 

These viewpoints attest to the numerous layers of meaning 

that lie at the heart of Porter's work. 

The opening paragraph of "Old Mortality," which 

describes a photograph of Miranda's deceased Aunt Amy, 

establishes the importance of the canon of memory, showing 

how the past visibly takes precedent in the present moment: 

She was a spirited-looking young woman, with dark 

curly hair cropped and parted on the side, a short 

oval face with straight eyebrows, and a large 

curved mouth. A round white collar rose from the 

neck of her tightly buttoned black basque, and 

round white cuffs set off lazy hands with dimples 

in them, lying at ease in the folds of her 

flounced skirt which gathered around to a bustle. 

she sat thus, forever in the pose of being 

photographed, a motionless image in her dark 
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walnut frame with silver oak leaves in the 

corners, her smiling gray eyes following one about 

the room. ( 11 0ld Mortality" Collected Stories 173) 

The passage teems with paradoxical opposites : Amy is 

11 Spirited-looking 11 but has 11 lazy hands"; she is young, yet 

appears old in the "tightly buttoned black basque"; her 

"dark curly hair," suggesting wildness and abandonment, is 

conservatively "cropped and parted on the side"; and her 

flowing "flounced skirt" gathers restrictively "around to a 

bustle. 11 Porter implies by the juxtaposition of these 

opposites that Amy is in conflict with the societal 

expectations of her time period, at once being controlled by 

them, but trying to break free from them as well. Amy's 

eyes, which seem to follow the movements of the living, 

symbolize the extent to which the past influences the 

present and the future; one can never escape from the past, 

nor one's heritage--it will always wield varying degrees of 

power over the living. 

The photograph also symbolically represents the degree 

to which "the past has been crystallized into a form as 

static as 11 Amy's framed image (Hennessy 305). Critic 

Merrill Skaggs likewise points to the significance of Amy's 

photograph: 

we are seven lines into the story before we 

realize that the 11 she 11 in question is merely the 
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figure ln a photograph, a dead woman. She seems 

alive; and that is the point to remember about 

long-dead but still actively mourned Amy. It is 

also the key fact the story presents us; for we 

are in a world in which we cannot absolutely know 

what is fact and what is fiction, what is lively 

truth and what is dead legend--or, as Miranda's 

family expresses it, what is fact and what is 

poetry. ("The Louisianas" 158) 

As Miranda and her sister Maria gaze on Amy's picture, 

it is Amy's "reckless indifferent smile" ("Old Mortality" 

Collected Stories 173) that the girls find disturbing, 

"Old perhaps due to the oxymoron of reckless indifference. 

Mortality" shows most vividly, more so than the other 

Miranda stories, the discrepancies that exist between 

perceived reality and the reality that is motivated by 

memories of the past. The girls, "[y]oung though they are, 

[. .] can perceive certain discrepancies between what they 

are told and what appear to be the facts, the result of love 

of legend which causes [. .] grown-ups around them to 

romanticize the past" (Voss 295). The legend, however, 

deals with more "than just a romantic memory of Aunt Amy"; 

rather, it also "reflect [s] [. . ] the family's attitude 

toward all events of the past--memories which Miranda cannot 

share and an attitude which she cannot adopt because of 



192 

discrepancies [. . ] " (West "Historic" 23) 

Miranda and Maria, caught in a conundrum between what 

they hear and what they see, question these discrepancies in 

terms of Amy's picture: "Quite often they wondered why every 

older person who looked at the picture said, 'How lovely'; 

and why everyone who had known her thought her so beautiful 

and charming" ("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 173) . 

Miranda and her sister fail to see these attributes in their 

Aunt Amy. One reason for the girl's inability to "read" the 

picture may be explained by Richard Gray's analysis: 

A lively young woman has been imprisoned, it 

seems, within a series of stationary and 

essentially artificial forms. She has been 

reduced to a "motionless image" by convention and 

later by memory, her motionlessness offering us 

one criticism already, one way of measuring the 

deficiencies of that timeless order to which, 

apparently, she belongs. ( 19 0) 

Thus, Miranda and Maria, as they attempt to interpret Amy's 

photograph, must come to terms with the part memory plays on 

both the present and on the perception of truth and reality. 

One of the most telling interpretations pertaining to 

the significance of the photograph comes from Porter 

herself. In "Katherine Anne Porter's Miranda: The Agrarian 

Myth and southern womanhood," Mary E. Titus quotes from a 
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typescript of "Old Mortality" that Porter had written and 

that is included in the Porter collection at the University 

of Maryland's McKeldin Library; the passage Titus cites 

pertains specifically to Amy's picture: 

It is an imperfect photograph--doesn't really give 

her beauty. The children don't understand why she 

is thought so beautiful. Too imperfect, it 

doesn't give us a true picture . but it does 

give us an idea of the past. 

The people who had seen her and who had lived 

at that time had not seen her at all. The 

picture brought back their own youth and their own 

sense of reality. When they saw her as she was 

alive and moving and they were with her--brought 

back their own past and made their own lives seems 

real and vi tal. 4 (qtd. in "Agrarian Myth" 201) 

Titus' analysis of Porter's typescript provides insight 

regarding the passage. As Titus notes, the "idea of the 

past" which Porter mentions seems to refer to "the act of 

recollection, which invigorates the self in the present" 

(201). Titus further points out that the excerpt "equates 

remembering with achieved identity: to have youth 'brought 

back' is to attain a 'sense of reality'; to have the past 

brought 'back,' is to feel one's life suddenly 'real and 

vital'" (201). As a result, by viewing the photograph of 
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Amy over and over again, Miranda and Maria's relatives "know 

who and where and what they are," thus establishing their 

identity in the family and in society (201) . 

Interestingly, Miranda and Maria equate Amy's attire in 

the photograph with "dead things" that appear to belong to 

the living: 

The clothes were not even romantic looking, but 

merely most terribly out of fashion, and the whole 

affair was associated, in the minds of the little 

girls, with dead things: the smell of Grand

mother's medicated cigarettes and her furniture 

that smelled of beeswax, and her old-fashioned 

perfume, Orange Flower. The woman in the picture 

had been Aunt Amy, but she was only a ghost in a 

frame, and a sad pretty story from old times. She 

had been beautiful, much loved, unhappy, and she 

had died young. 

Stories 173) 

("Old Mortality" Collected 

The passage raises many puzzling questions. If the picture 

brings to mind "dead things" for Miranda and Maria, why do 

they associate the term dead with the scents of their living 

Grandmother? Do the girls equate "dead things" with past 

things, meaning that the Grandmother lives in the past 

through her memories and is metaphorically dead in the 

present moment? And, as the last sentence of the passage 
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affirmatively states, if Amy is, ln fact, beautiful, whose 

point of view affirms this idea? The statement is not from 

Miranda or Maria's perspectives, because they do not 

understand why adults think Amy was "beautiful and charming" 

(173). Porter poses these questions to the reader purposely 

early in the text; as the story progresses, the reader 

becomes more enmeshed in the Amy saga and cannot determine 

where the truth lies any more than Miranda can. Porter, 

through the canon of memory and rhetoric as a way of 

knowing, allows the reader to uncover the layers of truth 

and reality along with Miranda. In "The Old Order" stories 

the reader has been an observer of Miranda's discoveries, 

often comprehending the significance of her experiences at a 

level that Miranda cannot understand. But in "Old 

Mortality," Porter shows the extent to which we all are 

susceptible to numerous perceptions of the truth. 

The influence of Amy's presence, even though deceased, 

rules not only the old generation but the new generation as 

well. Bergsonian time blends the past, present, and future 

together as the family's collective memory embeds itself in 

the girls' psyches: 

Maria and Miranda, aged twelve and eight years, 

knew they were young, though they felt they had 

lived a long time. They had lived not only their 

own years; but their memories, it seemed to them, 
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began years before they were born, in the lives of 

the grownups around them, old people about forty, 

most of them, who had a way of insisting that they 

too had been young once. It was hard to believe. 

(174) 

Porter reverses time sequence in the passage, portraying the 

girls as apparently more emotionally attuned than their 

biological years warrant; yet, paradoxically, their supposed 

years cannot provide them with the understanding that the 

adults in the family were once as young as the girls. The 

canon of memory infiltrates and controls Miranda and Maria's 

lives, forming their concepts of family and bringing alive 

relatives and ancestors whom the girls have never known. 

The girls' father Harry adds to the confusion as he 

contributes discrepancies to the girls' perspectives and 

perceptions of reality: 

Their father was Aunt Amy's brother Harry. She 

had been his favorite sister. He sometimes 

glanced at the photograph and said, "It's not very 

good. Her hair and her smile were her chief 

beauties, and they aren't shown at all. She was 

slimmer than that, too. There were never any fat 

women in the family, thank God." (174) 

Harry's comments indicate that reality (i.e., a moment in 

Amy's life, captured in the photograph for all time), like 
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beauty, lies in the eye of the beholder. But, as Thomas 

Walsh notes, "A better explanation is that Amy's photograph, 

despite the opinion of Miranda's father that it is not very 

good, is truer to life than her family's idealized version 

of her" ("Miranda's Ghost" 58). Nonetheless, Maria and 

Miranda do not comprehend their father's words anymore than 

they understand his statement about over-weight women in 

their family: 

When they heard their father say things like 

that, Maria and Miranda simply wondered, without 

criticism, what he meant. [ . . ] [H] ow did their 

father account for great-aunt Eliza, who quite 

squeezed herself through doors, and who, when 

seated, was one solid pyramidal monument from 

floor to neck? What about great-aunt Keziah, in 

Kentucky? Her husband, great-uncle John Jacob, 

had refused to allow her to ride his good horses 

after she had achieved two hundred and twenty 

pounds. [ . .] Well, great-aunt Keziah was 

famous for her heft, and wasn't she in the family? 

("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 174) 

Obviously, Harry's reality about society's perception 

of beauty is blind when it pertains to the women in his 

family. Even Keziah's husband seems to have a better grasp 

on the truth when he is chastised for his comments regarding 



198 

his wife's appearance: 

It was suggested to great-uncle John Jacob that 

charity should forbid him to wound great-aunt 

Keziah's female vanity by such a comment on her 

figure. "Female vanity will recover," said great

uncle John Jacob, callously, "but what about my 

horses' backs? And if she had the proper female 

vanity in the first place, she would never have 

got into such shape." (174) 

Porter gives the impression that great-uncle John Jacob does 

not come from the old stock of Southern gentlemen who uphold 

the genteel tradition of decorum toward their womenfolk. In 

this sense Harry's statement that "There were never any fat 

women in the family" follows the episteme of the time period 

that silences any negative comments about one's adult female 

family members. The Southern myth that women emblematically 

represent beauty, perfection, and decorum is upheld by 

Harry, the preserver of the past and of Southern tradition. 

Miranda and Maria have not yet learned nor determined the 

difference between these old traditions of family lore and 

the truth, just as they have not matured enough to fathom 

that adults enter the world as babies and are part of the 

life cycle. 

Darlene Unrue believes that "the little girls 

understand there is truth and then truth" (Truth and Vision 
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perceive the duality of legend and truth; Gray's analysis 

points to the larger social issues involved as the girls 

question which "truth" they should take to heart: 
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Are they, they wonder, to do as their father does 

--to follow the dictates of chivalry no matter how 

far from reality this may carry them; or should 

they take their stand on the plain, unadorned 

facts? Must they, like their great-aunt, try to 

squeeze themselves into the spaces prepared for 

them, or should they try to escape to some freer 

environment elsewhere? ( 190) 

But Gray quickly acknowledges that "[t]he answer to these 

questions is not as obvious as it might seem to be at first 

because as the story goes on Porter begins to qualify her 

original opinion" (190) . That original opinion, states 

Gray, is Porter's belief that the urge to mythologize the 

past is not perverse or grotesque; rather, this urge stems 

from positive emotion. Gray believes that Porter's 

narrative upholds this opinion precisely at the point when 

she describes Harry's inability to "size up" his hefty 

relatives appropriately (190). As Porter states in "Old 

Mortality," 

This loyalty of their father's in the face of 

evidence contrary to his ideal had its springs in 
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family feeling, and a love of legend that he 

shared with the others. They loved to tell 

stories, romantic and poetic, or comic with a 

romantic humor; they did not gild the outward 

circumstances, it was the feeling that mattered. 

Their hearts and imaginations were captivated by 

their past, a past in which worldly considerations 

had played a very minor role. ("Old Mortality" 

Collected Stories 175) 

Gray's analysis at this point focuses on Porter's 

rhe toric as he relates her technique to meaning: 

The sheer difference in tone and attitude between 

this passage, and the earlier description of Amy's 

photograph, is remarkable. For here it is the 

legend that is seen as something vital, in that it 

had its origins, Porter says, in living emotion. 

It was created out of "breathing" words, to give 

value and dignity to life. (191) 

Consequently, because of Porter's technique and use of 

irony, "enough of a change has been made to deny our initial 

expectations, and in doing this to establish a balance, a 

measure of equilibrium between our sympathy for the myth

making impulse and our sympathy for the recalcitrant facts" 

( 191) . 

Not only do the girls struggle with the concepts of 
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tradition, truth, and reality in relation to their father's 

words; they likewise must come to terms with the way in 

which memory and time affect their father's sense of 

perception: 

But something seemed to happen to their father's 

memory when he thought of the girls he had known 

in the family of his youth, and he declared 

steadfastly they had all been, in every generation 

without exception, as slim as reeds and as 

graceful as sylphs. 

Stories 174) 

("Old Mortality" Collected 

Po rter juxtaposes the past against the present through the 

v e hicle of memory in terms of Harry's statement. Harry's 

memories are not faulty; his aunts undoubtedly were svelte 

in their day. Harry has not implied that the women are 

still slender: "There were never any fat women in the 

family," states Harry (my emphasis). The girls fail to 

understand that their father refers to the past, not the 

present. Perhaps there were never any overweight women 

before, but there certainly are now. Thus the girls, just 

as they cannot reconcile the ideas of "old people above 

forty" once having been children, cannot reconcile the 

concept that the past and present are not one fixed moment 

in time. 

Part of Miranda and Maria's confusion stems from 
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Harry's insistence that the photograph of Amy does not 

present an actual likeness of her. Photographs do indeed 

distort the truth by the mere fact that a static, mechanical 

medium is being used to represent and capture a living, 

breathing human being. The main problem that exists between 

the girls and their father and other family members in this 

instance is a problem of language and communication, as well 

as a problem of understanding the interaction between the 

past and the present, as the following passage indicates: 

Photographs, portraits by inept painters who 

meant earnestly to flatter, and the festival 

garments folded away in dried herbs and camphor 

were disappointing when the little girls tried to 

fit them to the living beings created in their 

minds by the breathing words of their elders. 

(175) 

The lack of emotion the girls experience from the photo

graphs and other mementos of the past can be attributed to 

the closeness of Miranda and Maria to the previous genera

tion and to their relationship with those who are the 

guardians and gatekeepers of the family's past. The girls 

are not far enough removed from the prior generation to 

appreciate and understand the significance of its material 

history. The deceased Amy belongs to their father Harry's 

generation; the mementoes stowed away from Amy's life and 



others of her time period hold no fascination for Miranda 

and Maria because the girls see the mementoes as strictly 

old-fashioned and embarrassingly out of date. 

When Miranda and Maria look over the articles of the 
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past, they cannot make the connection between the things and 

the relatives to whom they belonged: 

The little girls examined the objects, one by one, 

and did not find them, in themselves, impressive. 

Such dowdy little wreaths and necklaces [. . ] . 

It seemed such a pity that these faded things 

[. .] should have been all those vanished girls 

had to decorate themselves with. And where were 

they now, those girls, and the boys in the odd-

looking collars? The young men seemed even more 

unreal than the girls, with their high-buttoned 

coats, their puffy neckties, their waxed 

mustaches, their waving thick hair combed 

carefully over their foreheads. Who could have 

taken them seriously, looking like that? (175-76) 

The section is significant because it shows the difficulty 

of reconciling the past to the present: 

The clash of the romantic necessity and the push 

of the actual provides the first of Miranda's 

· she must first see these objects for what crlses; 

they are (though she can never really identify 
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them, since their identity exists in her 

grandmother's memory); then she must reorganize 

her life in terms of the "actual," which replaces 

the rejected mementoes [. . ] . (Hoffman 42) 

Miranda and Maria's relationship with their father 

Harry may explain the reason the girls have difficulty 

bridging their emotions to the keepsakes. Typically, women 

are the preservers of a family's history. While Harry does, 

in fact, have strong ties to the past and the traditions of 

the past, he is not the keeper of the physical artifacts; 

that role falls to the Grandmother, "the custodian of the 

past" (Chandra 71), as evidenced by her semi-annual review 

o f Amy's belongings: 

Grandmother, twice a year compelled in her blood 

by the change of seasons, would sit nearly all of 

one day beside old trunks and boxes in the lumber 

room, unfolding layers of garments and small 

keepsakes; she spread them out on sheets on the 

floor around her, crying over certain things, 

nearly always the same things, looking again at 

pictures in velvet cases, unwrapping locks of hair 

and dried flowers, crying gently and easily as if 

tears were the only pleasure she had left. ("Old 

Mortality" Collected Stories 175) 

The Grandmother, who probably pays homage to her daughter's 
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memory on the anniversary of Amy's birth and death, 

participates in this ritualistic endeavor but Harry does 

not. Just as in "The Source" when the Grandmother returns 

to the farm to relive her past and gain strength from her 

roots, the activity of remembering Amy is a return to a 

treasure trove of items which evoke the past and the essence 

of Amy's life. Harry's absence from the Amy ritual is also 

reminiscent of his attitude toward the farm trip in "The 

Source" when he 

[. .] would assume the air of careful patience 

which imperfectly masked his annoyance at the 

coming upsets and inconveniences to be endured at 

the farm. "Now, Harry, now, Harry!" his mother 

would warn him, for she was never deceived by his 

manner; indeed, he never meant her to be [. .] . 

("The Source" Collected Stories 321) 

Harry's relationship to the past and the way in which 

he interacts with the past does not require interaction with 

physical places or objects; his comments earlier in "Old 

Mortality" about Amy's photograph ("'It's not very good. 

Her hair and her smile were her chief beauties, and they 

aren't shown at all. She was much slimmer than that, too. 

[. . ] , ") imply that he wishes to remember the past through 

his own memories and not through inanimate objects. Herein 

lies a major issue of reconstructing the past with which 
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Miranda and Maria cannot come to terms. As such, it is not 

surprising that the girls are not moved when they observe 

their Grandmother's crying over the unearthed trunk relics 

of Amy's life; the objects hold no emotional value for them. 

Furthermore, Harry does not bridge the emotional gap for the 

girls, but widens it, with his unsentimental attitudes. And 

Amy's keepsakes, "like any relics that create a grotesque 

effect upon a child [. .] arouse Miranda's suspicion about 

a credibility gap in the family legend" (Gaston 83) 

Through the older generations' discourse and 

storytelling, Miranda and Maria find a viable means to be a 

part of the past that becomes ingrained in their own 

memories: 

[. .] they were drawn and held by the mysterious 

love of the living, who remembered and cherished 

these dead. The visible remains were nothing; 

they were dust, perishable as the flesh; the 

features stamped on paper and metal were nothing, 

but their living memory enchanted the little 

girls. They listened, all ears and eager minds, 

picking here and there among the floating ends of 

narrative, patching together as well as they could 

Of tal es that were like bits of poetry fragments 

or music, indeed were associated with the poetry 

they had heard or read, with music, with the 
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theater. 
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("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 176) 

Porter's use of the canon of memory points to the past as a 

living, breathing influence on both the present and the 

future, emphasizing a Bergsonian concept of time and the 

flux which occurs in the merging of time realms. The flux 

allows the girls to construct their own versions of the past 

and to draw their own conclusions to the meaning and reality 

of family memories. As Rosemary Hennessy establishes, 

"Porter's handling of the narrative voices and the dramatic 

situations in Amy's story indicates that the truth about the 

past lies somewhere between the lines, in everything that is 

not said, but unconsciously revealed or implied through 

understatement" (306). 

Porter clearly indicates that the act of remembering is 

closely linked to the creative process that is associated 

with artistic endeavors. Memory, like a lump of clay, can 

be utilized and molded into a final product and a work of 

art. This concept becomes clear in the next paragraph as 

Porter does away with identifying the speaker whose words 

are placed in quotation marks. Porter's rhetorical 

technique gives a storybook feel to the Amy myth as one or 

both of the girls simultaneously beg to hear the family lore 

retold and repeated: 

"Tell me again how Aunt Amy went away when she 

was married." "She ran into the gray cold and 
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stepped into the carriage and turned and smiled 

with her face as pale as death, and called out 

'Good-by, good-by,' and refused her cloak, and 

said, 'Give me a glass of wine.' And none of us 

saw her alive again." "Why wouldn't she wear her 

cloak, Cousin Cora?" "Because she was not in 

love, my dear." Ruin hath taught me thus to 

ruminate, that time will come and take my love 

away. "Was she really beautiful, Uncle Bill?" 

"As an angel, my child." There were golden-haired 

angels with long blue pleated skirts dancing 

around the throne of the Blessed Virgin. None of 

them resembled Aunt Amy in the least [. . ] . 

("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 176) 

In addition _to the fairy - tale sound of the passage, 

Porter likewise emphasizes the artistic storytelling ability 

of the older family members. Miranda and Maria attempt to 

reconcile the story of Amy with artistic works, indicated by 

the reference to the "ruin hath taught me" line of poetry 

and the paintings or replicas of angels. It is the very 

connection the girls try to make that shows their inability 

to distinguish illusion from reality, appearance from truth. 

Amy, described as an angel, does not fit the image of the 

blonde, heavenly creatures of art with which Miranda and 

Maria are familiar. Maria at this point can probably 
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understand the difference between art and reality, aware 

that art functions as a representation of truth. But 

Miranda seems to view art and truth in simultaneity, 

evidenced by her reaction to a theatrical performance: 

[. . ] their father took [the girls] to see 

"Hamlet," and "The Taming of the Shrew," and 

"Richard the Third," and a long sad play with 

Mary, Queen of Scots, in it. Miranda thought the 

magnificent lady in black velvet was truly the 

Queen of Scots, and was pained to learn that the 

real Queen had died long ago, and not at all on 

the night she, Miranda, had been present. (179) 

The family rhetoric, which couches the life of Amy in 

hyperbole, only affirms Miranda's belief that art is truer 

than life. But as much as Miranda relishes the theatre and 

the other arts, "there was always a voice recalling other 

and greater occasions" (179). This grandiosity of the days 

of old influences Miranda in a negative way, according to 

Robert H. Brinkmeyer, Jr.: 

Although Miranda enjoys hearing about stars and 

shows from the past, she also realizes that by her 

elders' standards whatever happens in the present 

never measures up to what has happened in the 

past. The present is always a dim shadow of a 

more glorious past, not a particularly comforting 



thought for a young girl about to embark on her 

life. ( Primitivism 168) 

210 

Ultimately, the message the Rhea elders convey to Miranda 

and Maria is that "[t]he past their imaginations are taught 

to crave is more dramatic and momentous than any factual 

records could supply" (Skaggs "The Louisianas" 161). 

Not surprisingly, Miranda and Maria associate Amy with 

"the world of poetry," and view her as "real as the pictures 

in the old Holbein and Durer books" ("Old Mortality" 

Collected Stories 178). On first inspection it appears that 

the girls can differentiate between truth and art, but a 

closer look reveals the confusion that lies between the two. 

Miranda and Maria peruse the art books and are 

[. .] not surprised at the sight of the Mother 

of God sitting on a hollow log nursing her Child; 

not doubting either Death or the Devil riding at 

the stirrups of the grim knight; not questioning 

the propriety of the stiffly dressed ladies of Sir 

Thomas More's household, seated in dignity on the 

floor, or seeming to be. (178) 

Even Maria, the more sensible of the two girls, cannot 

determine the difference between visual art and reality. 

Rhetoric as a way of knowing proves to be ineffective in 

this instance because the girls remain silent about their 

observations. Lack of communication between the children 
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and the adults results in Miranda and Maria's inability to 

connect with the past and to appreciate the true essence of 

art. But even though the girls fail to connect with the 

past, Miranda and Maria understand that the present connects 

both the past and the future and that art connects the two 

r ealms of time as well: 

There was then a life beyond a life in this 

world, as well as in the next; such episodes [of 

theatrical and musical events] confirmed for the 

little girls the nobility of human feeling, the 

divinity of man's vision of the unseen, the 

importance of life and death, the depths of the 

human heart, the romantic values of tragedy. 

(179) 

The girls, if not connecting with the past, at least 

acknowledge that the present is influenced by different time 

realms. Bergsonian time weaves in and out of this section, 

combining the timelessness of art with past, present, and 

future. 

Another indication of the distortion of art and truth 

focuses on Uncle Gabriel's artistic output in memory of Amy. 

Uncle Gabriel's poem and the circumstances which inspired 

him to write it attest to the creative influence the past 

wields on memory and the present: 

He could never account for having written this 
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poem; he had certainly never tried to write a 

single rhyme since leaving school. Yet one day 

when he had been thinking about Amy, the verse 

occurred to him, out of the air. Maria and 

Miranda had seen it, printed in gold on a mourning 

card. Uncle Gabriel had sent a great number of 

them to be handed around among the family. 

"She lives again who suffered life, 

Then suffered death, and now set free 

A singing angel, she forgets 

The griefs of old mortality." 

"Did she really sing?" Maria asked her father. 

"Now what has that to do with it?" he asked. 

"It's a poem." (180-81) 

Maria, not Miranda, asks for clarification of the poem's 

truth. Maria's suspicions of the truth are confirmed when 

her father abruptly acknowledges that art and truth are not 

one in the same. Miranda, at her young age, does not have 

the maturity and ability to make the distinction. 

Maria is wise to question the poem's factual 

attributes. Gabriel's verse contains numerous meanings, 

according to William L. Nance. First, the poem's "romantic 

tone and facile faith, so unsuited to Amy [. . ] reveal 

Gabriel's blind acceptance of his society's sentimentalism" 

(Rejection 118). Nance further explains that the main gist 
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of Porter's story focuses on mortality, the very mortality 

that Gabriel and the other characters cannot see, which is 

"the real meaning of the death of Amy, and the corruption 

and destructiveness of her society which it reveals" (118) 

Finally, Nance states that the very title of the story 

"serves as a reminder of the way in which tradition glosses 

over tragedy, covering corruption with lace and flowers" 

( 118) . 

The conflict between art and reality, between the 

stories of the past and the projections of the future, 

becomes clear as Miranda reviews criteria for what defines a 

beauty: 

There were points of beauty by which one was 

judged severely. First, a beauty must be tall; 

whatever color the eyes, the hair must be dark, 

the darker the better; the skin must be pale and 

smooth. Lightness and swiftness of movement were 

important points. A beauty must be a good dancer, 

superb on horseback, with a serene manner, an 

amiable gaiety tempered with dignity at all hours. 

Beautiful teeth and hands, of course, and over and 

above all this, some mysterious crown of enchant

ment that attracted and held the heart. It was 

all very exciting and discouraging. 

Mortality" Collected Stories 176) 

("Old 
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Interestingly, the points established by the family for 

beauty are probably not the same points established by 

society at large. Thus, the historical episteme is peculiar 

to the Southern states, where being "superb on horseback" is 

an attribute of womanly beauty, an attribute that may not be 

defined as important to women in other parts of the country 

or in certain circles of society. It is Amy's charac-

teristics that define beauty in the Rhea family and not 

society's definition of beauty. 

Amy's beauty undermines Miranda's self esteem and gives 

her unrealistic ideas and goals for the future: 

Miranda [. .] secretly believed that she 

would one day suddenly receive beauty, as by 

inheritance, riches laid suddenly in her hands 

through no deserts of her own. She believed for 

quite a while that she would one day be like Aunt 

Amy, not as she appeared in the photograph, but as 

she was remembered by those who had seen her. 

(177) 

Miranda becomes victim to the Amy myth, unable to differ

entiate between truth and illusion. The canon of memory and 

the ghosts of the past impact Miranda on many levels. 

Taking her family's remembrances at face value, Miranda 

f '1 ' h toric Miranda does not misunderstands the aml Y s r e · 

h d ·res to any of her family members; her silence convey er esl 
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is not surprising, considering Maria's reaction after 

Miranda divulges her fantasy "that by some miracle she would 

grow into a tall, cream-colored brunette" (176): 

Maria, born sensible, had no such illusions. "We 

are going to take after Mamma's family," she said. 

"It's no use, we are. We'll never be beautiful, 

we'll always have freckles. And you," she told 

Miranda, "haven't even a good disposition." (177) 

Miranda, caught between two extremes of the supposed 

truth--the Amy legend and Maria's voice of reason--opts for 

the romanticized, intriguing rhetoric of the past. Miranda 

and Maria's cousin Molly Parrington pushes the truth to the 

edge as well, adding fuel to the glamorized past and further 

affecting Miranda's perception of the truth. Molly, who is 

from the generation prior to Amy's, is a "noted charmer" 

(177) and blatantly challenges others who dare to question 

her statements of reality: 

[Molly] had a way of collecting the men around her 

in a corner, where she told them stories. She was 

an unnatural daughter to her ugly daughter Eva, an 

old maid past forty while her mother was still the 

belle of the ball. "Born when I was fifteen, you 

remember," Molly would say shamelessly, looking an 

old beau straight in the eye, both of them remem

bering that he had been best man at her first 
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wedding when she was past twenty-one. "Everyone 

said I was like a little girl with her doll." 

(178) 

As Merrill Skaggs notes, Molly's behavior is a result of the 

Rheas' reliance and dependence on the Amy myth: 

The family values depicted in [. • J "Old 

Mortality" function to undervalue all girl 

children by raising before them unattainable 

standards of feminine perfection. As a result, 

even when the girls grow into middle-aged matrons 

like Cousin Molly, they lie about themselves, 

their ages, and the past they have lived through. 

("The Louisianas" 160) 

Molly creates her own reality of the past through her 

rhetorical manipulations and by counting on the controlling 

e pisteme of the day which dictates that a Southern gentlemen 

would never publicly contradict or embarrass a lady. 

As the Grandmother and her granddaughter, Miranda and 

Maria's cousin Isabel, pull out Amy's wedding dress and 

reminisce over Amy's last days, the little girls silently 

listen to the unfolding saga of Amy's life. The recounting 

of Amy's rhetorical use of silence and ambiguity adds 

intrigue to the mystery that surrounds her story: " [. . ] 

she had a way of speaking, a tone of voice, which made it 

impossible to discover what she meant by what she said. It 



was possible always that she might be serious. And she 

would not answer questions" ("Old Mortality" Collected 

Stories 182). 
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The Grandmother further illustrates Amy's communication 

strategies as she recounts Amy's refusal to wear a wedding 

veil like her sisters Lou and Isabel had worn at their 

respective wedding ceremonies: "' [. . ] Amy said, "Lou and 

Isabel are not like me," but I could not persuade her to 

explain what she meant. One day when she was ill she said, 

"Mammy, I'm not long for this world," but not as if she 

meant it. [ . .] '" (182). The rhetoric of meaning becomes 

crucial for any attempt at understanding Amy's intent; her 

communicative miscues appear to be both deliberative and 

manipulative, used by Amy as a means of control and as a 

support for her rebellious nature. Amy functions through 

her liminality, belonging to neither the old order or the 

new order but existing on the threshold of both . Critic 

Rosemary Hennessy notes the precarious tight rope that Amy 

walks between the two worlds based on the retelling of her 

life story: "In contrast to the idealized memory of Amy, the 

narration of events from her life reveals a woman rebelling 

against the Southern version of the Cinderella myth, beneath 

a mask of unrestrained defiance and understatement" (305-

0 6) . 

Amy's rhetorical manipulations are necessary for her 
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survival in the family construct because no one takes her 

words seriously. Also, Amy's innuendoes insinuate that she 

hides some secret that she wishes to divulge but probably 

fears to relate to her family because of social mores and 

constraints. "But there is more here" concerning Amy's 

survival within the family, claims Barbara Harrell Carson 

( 2 4 4) : 

The family was involved in an ancient protective 

ritual. Like primitive people who worship what 

they fear and so regulate its powers, Amy's family 

reasserted its control over the woman who 

challenged it, by declaring her an "angel." They 

negated what her life and death really meant by 

worshipping what they said she stood for. By 

mythologizing her, they restored the woman to her 

"proper" place. The rebellious one was 

reintegrated; [. .] and Amy now became the 

pattern by which future generations of young girls 

could measure themselves and be measured. (244) 

Amy further rebels against tradition by refusing to 

wear traditional white for her wedding, opting instead for 

"a silvery- gray watered-silk frock" ("Old Mortality" 

d t ' II I [ • Collected Stories 182) an sta lng, .] "I shall wear 

mourning if I like [. .] it is my funeral, you know"'" 

( 18 2) . Amy ' s references to not being like her sisters Lou 
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and Isabel and to not being "long for this world" indicate a 

deeper level of meaning in the context of the rest of the 

conversation between Amy and the Grandmother. However, it 

appears that Amy's innuendoes went unnoticed as the 

Grandmother continues to recount the episode to her 

granddaughter Isabel: "' [. .] . I told [Amy], "You might 

live as long as anyone, if only you will be sensible." 

"That's the whole trouble," said Amy. "I feel sorry for 

Gabriel," she told me. (sic) He doesn't know what he's 

asking for"'" (182). From Amy's words the reader can 

deduce several meanings. Amy's statement of "That's the 

whole trouble" could refer to living "as long as anyone," 

indicating that Amy might possibly be depressed or that she 

finds the thought of growing old repulsive, an idea 

supported by Amy's belief that "old people were often 

tiresome, [. .] their youth was gone, what had they to 

live for?" (186). A more probable explanation is that Amy's 

c omment pertains to the Grandmother's utterance of being 

sensible. Thus, the reader can infer that Amy has done 

something insensible and in this context, Amy's feeling 

sorry for her husband-to-be Gabriel carries more weight. Or 

possibly Amy means that she is, in general, not a sensible 

woman and that Gabriel does not realize the heartache he 

will endure as her husband. 

Although the Grandmother does not take Amy's protesta-
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tions seriously, she does give Amy the benefit of the doubt. 

This side of the Grandmother is one with which the reader is 

familiar from the stories "The Source" and "The Journey . " 

The Grandmother's willingness to allow Amy to call off the 

wedding in the eleventh hour underlines the Grandmother's 

refusal to be ruled by society's expectations: 

"I tried to tell her once more," said the 

grandmother, "that marriage and children would 

cure her of everything. 'All women of our family 

are delicate when they are young,' I said. 'Why, 

when I was your age no one expected me to live a 

year. It was called greensickness, and everybody 

knew there was only one cure.' 'If I live for a 

hundred years and turn green as grass,' said Amy, 

'I still shan't want to marry Gabriel.' So I told 

her very seriously that if she truly felt that way 

she must never do it, and Gabriel must be told 

once for all, and sent away. He would get over 

it. [ . .] " (182-83) 

The Grandmother pays heed and shows concern for Amy's 

feelings; she does not force Amy into marriage with Gabriel 

but instead insists that Amy follow her heart's desire. But 

even though the Grandmother will support Amy's decision if 

she chooses not to marry Gabriel, she undoubtedly expects 

A t Some Pol.nt in her life. According to Amy's my to marry a 
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family members, women are expected to d · marry an lt is beauty 

that determines one's eligibility for matrimony: 

II [ • .] . Amy insisted that she could not imagine 

wanting to marry anybody. She would be, she said, 

a nice old maid like Eva Parrington. For even 

then it was pretty plain that Eva was an old maid, 

born. Harry said, 'Oh, Eva--Eva has no chin, 

that's her trouble. If you had no chin, Amy, 

you'd be in the same fix as Eva, no doubt.' 

[. . ] 'What I really need is a good dancing 

partner to guide me through life,' said Amy, 

'that's the match I'm looking for.' It was no 

good trying to talk to her." (183) 

The Grandmother does not seem to understand Amy's use of 

rhetoric. Amy indicates that she desires romance in her 

life, a thing that she feels Gabriel cannot offer her. On 

the contrary, Amy's statements show that she wants a strong 

man or a mate who can lead her and with whom she can share 

her life. The Grandmother takes Amy's words literally, 

believing that Amy wishes merely to stay single. Amy's 

rhetoric is full of paradox and contradiction. She longs to 

be free of family constraints yet seems to desire a mate; 

she rebels against society's expectations of women yet 

marries Gabriel; she has a zest for life yet abuses her 

health. No wonder the Grandmother fails to understand Amy's 
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words; Amy might be hard pressed to understand and explain 

them herself. 

Amy's rebellious nature has been explained by Joan 

Schulz in her article "Orphaning as Resistance." According 

to Schulz, Porter and other women writers of her time 

period, aware of "how little traditional family life had 

offered to women," expressed their sentiments in their 

fiction, thus giving birth to the "orphaning phenomenon" 

( 92) . Amy fits Schulz's description of the orphan because 

Amy implies by her speech and behavior that she "prefer[s] 

to risk solitariness, exclusion, estrangement, even 

isolation [. .] --or even death--to absorption in the 

family of the past or present [. . J II (92) . The key to 

understanding Amy hinges on the word implies; for, in fact, 

Amy never says outright what she is willing to accept in 

exchange for being free of the family. The discursive 

formation and the family constraints do not offer her an 

avenue to speak frankly and honestly. 

Amy's facade becomes more evident when juxtaposed 

against the Grandmother's and Amy's brothers' perception of 

her. While the Grandmother remembers Amy as being highly 

unsensible, Amy's brothers fondly think of her as a rational 

being. Maria, after hearing several accounts, takes a 

different view of Amy's relationship with her brothers: 

[Amy's] brothers remembered her tenderly as a 
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sensible girl. After listening to their comments 

on her character and ways, Maria decided that they 

considered her sensible because she asked their 

advice about her appearance when she was going out 

to dance. If they found fault in any way, she 

would change her dress or her hair until they were 

pleased [. . ] . ("Old Mortality" Collected 

Stories 183) 

Amy, quite the manipulator, knows how to give the illusion 

that she values her brothers' opinions. It is more likely 

that Amy agrees with her brothers' ideas instead of merely 

heeding their advice. 

Amy's mean streak becomes even more evident in her 

abusive treatment of Gabriel. Whatever Gabriel admires, Amy 

destroys: 

If Gabriel praised the frock she was wearing, she 

was apt to disappear and come back in another. He 

loved her long black hair, and once [. said, 

"I love your hair, Amy, the most beautiful hair in 

the world." When he returned on his next visit, 

he found her with her hair cropped and curled 

close to her head. He was horrified , as if she 

had willfully mutilated herself. She would not 

let it grow again, not even to please her 

brothers. The photograph hanging on the wall was 
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one she had made at that time to send to Gabriel, 

who sent it back without a word. This pleased 

her, and she framed the photograph. There was a 

thin inky scrawl low in one corner, "To dear 

brother Harry, who likes my hair cut." (183) 

Thus, the reader learns that the photograph at the beginning 

of the story is the very picture Amy had made to thwart 

Gabriel's affections. The photograph does not, in fact, do 

justice to Amy's beauty, just as Miranda and Maria's rela-

tives have stated from the beginning. And Amy's inscription 

on the photograph is a further distortion of the truth: if, 

as the text states, Amy will not grow out her hair even at 

her brothers' bidding, where is the indication that Harry 

disagrees with his brothers? 

The dichotomy between truth and illusion culminates in 

Harry's treatment of Miranda and Maria. Beauty and proper 

manners are equated with love in the Rhea family--or at 

least that is the message Harry's actions send to his 

daughter: 

He was a pleasant, everyday sort of father, who 

held his daughters on his knee if they were 

prettily dressed and well behaved, and pushed them 

away if they had not freshly combed hair and 

nicely scrubbed fingernails. "Go away, you're 

h Would say, in a matter of fact disgusting," e 
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voice. [ . .] When they behaved stupidly he 

could not endure the sight of them. They 

understood dimly that all this was for their own 

future good [. • J • (184) 

The discrepancy between words and actions is further 

emphasized when Harry ridicules Miranda and Maria's attempts 

to use language and put their thoughts and ideas into words: 

[. . ] he had a disconcerting way of inquiring, 

"How do you know? when [the girls] forgot and made 

dogmatic statements in his presence. It always 

came out embarrassingly that they did not know at 

all, but were repeating something they had heard. 

This made conversation with him difficult, for he 

laid traps and they fell into them, but it became 

important to them that their father should not 

believe them to be fools. (184) 

But immediately following this passage is an account of 

Harry's own foolish behavior that forced him to flee to 

Mexico for a year "because he had shot at a man with whom 

Aunt Amy had flirted at a dance" instead of challenging the 

man to a duel, an action that in Harry's family is 

considered "the lowest sort of manners" (184). No wonder 

Miranda and Maria cannot reconcile their father's actions 

with his words. The girls are too young to be engaging in 

such deep conversations with their father; the girls are at 
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an age where they should be using language through trial and 

error without fear of condemnation. This environment can do 

little more than foster confusion for the girls and 

encourage them to remain silent in the face of their 

father's humiliating them. Rhetoric as a way of knowing 

becomes subordinate to the rhetoric of silence here because 

the girls are prevented from vocalizing and clarifying their 

knowledge or even ascertaining information. The girls are 

also caught in the clutches of past, present, and future; 

they cannot differentiate between Harry the young man who 

did indeed behave inappropriately, and Harry, their middle-

aged father. 

The gulf between the past and the present widens as the 

story's narrative slips back to the incident of Harry's 
I 

shooting at Raymond, Amy's ex-fiance and the man who had 

flirted with her at the Mardi Gras Ball. The girls do not 

totally understand the social ramifications that labeled 

Harry's actions as "not even decent" (187). Miranda and 

Maria attempt to share in the feelings of the event as it is 

retold, but the extent to which they vicariously experience 

the episode is ambiguous, as indicated by the statement, 

"The scandal, Maria and Miranda gathered, had been pretty 

terrible" (189). 

Occurrences which help bridge the past episteme with 

the present and provide Miranda and Maria with clarity are 
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Amy's statement and great-great-aunt Sally Rhea's reaction 

to the scandal. Each person directly involved in the 

scandal reacts differently: "Amy simply took to bed and 

stayed there, and Harry had skipped out blithely [to Mexico] 

to wait until the little affair blew over" (189). As Harry, 

with an escort consisting of his brother Bill and Gabriel, 

make the three-day ride to the Mexican border, Amy sneaks 

out and accompanies the entourage, turning "[w]hat had 

threatened to be a tragedy" into "a rowdy lark" (189) . 

Barbara Harrell Carson provides an interesting analysis of 

Amy's ride to the border, showing the larger implications of 

Amy's behavior as an act of rebellion: 

Upon 

Although Amy was unaware of it, a good part of 

what she struggled against so vainly and 

inarticulately was represented in the brotherly 

defense that occasioned her ride. Her great enemy 

was the monolithic family, the family as viceroy 

of society and tradition, which determines how the 

individual will act and which, indeed, squeezes 

individuality out and makes the person (and 

particularly the woman--Harry could, after all, 

ride to Mexico with impunity) just a unit of 

expressing the larger whole. (242) 

returning home from her ride to the Mexican 

border, Amy laughingly tells her distraught mother, "'Mammy, 
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it was splendid, the most delightful trip I ever had. And 

if I am to be the heroine of this novel, why shouldn't I 

make the most of it?'" ("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 

189) . Amy's rhetorical question concerning her status as 

heroine of her novel indicates that she, more than any of 

the other relatives, realizes the events of her life that 

will become an integral part of the family lore. Amy views 

her life as art and seems to have passed this insight along 

to her nieces. The girls' attempts to reconcile all the 

oral information about the past--told from numerous perspec-

tives- - with the tangible material of the past (Amy's picture 

and her mementoes) become an impossible task due to the 

communication miscues of the Rhea family. Miranda and Maria 

gather greater understanding of the scandal through a letter 

great-great-aunt Sally Rhea sent to Amy after the shooting 

incident. Sally's rhetoric, while bombastic, over-

exaggerated, and dramatic, nonetheless, lends itself to the 

societal judgment of Amy's time period: 

[ ] A no less than her wicked brother . . my, 

Harry, must [. .] place herself in God's hands 

and prepare for the worst. "Oh, my dear 

unfortunate relative," twittered great-great-aunt 

Sally, "we must in our Extremty join hands and 

appr before ye Dread Throne of Jdgmnt a United 

Fmly, if one is Mssg from ye Flock, what will 
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Jesus say?" ( 190) 

Sally's life and her religious beliefs form another branch 

of the family history, contrasting and providing comic 

relief to the tragic elements of the Rhea chronicles. 

Amy's reaction to great-great-aunt Sally's letter 

provides Miranda and Maria, as well as the reader I more 

insight into Amy' character than is found anywhere in the 

story: 

Amy, reading this letter, broke into her gay 

full laugh that always caused everyone around her 

to laugh too, even before they knew why [. .] . 

"Imagine drawing a pew in heaven beside Aunt 

Sally," she said. "What a prospect. 11 

11 Don't laugh too soon," said her father, 

11 Heaven was made to order for Aunt Sally. 

be on her own territory there." 

She'll 

"For my sins," said Amy, "I must go to heaven 

with Aunt Sally." (190) 

Although the context is much different, Amy's repartee 

sounds similar to Beatrice and Leonato's discussion in 

Shakespeare's Much Ado About Nothing. When Leonato suggests 

that Beatrice should marry and Beatrice says she has no need 

of a husband, Leonato replies, 11 Well then, go you into hell
11 

(II.i.42). 
Beatrice's reply sounds reminiscent of Amy ln 

many ways: 
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No, but to the gate, and there will the 

devil meet me like an old cuckold with horns on 

his head, and say, "Get you to heaven, Beatrice, 

get you to heaven, here's no place for you maids." 

So deliver I up my apes, and away to Saint Peter. 

For the heavens, he shows me where the bachelors 

sit, and there live we as merry as the day is 

long. (II.i.43-49) 

Like Beatrice, Amy gives the impression that she would like 

to spend her days surrounded by men. And as Beatrice rebels 

against taking a husband, so too does Amy. But in the end 

both women eventually marry, although Beatrice fares far 

better than Amy. Not only has Amy's life been romanticized 

by her relatives, she herself has added sentiment and drama 

to her own "novel." 

Like Shakespeare's Beatrice, Amy refuses to be ruled by 

a judgmental society, even when an individual of that 

society is Aunt Sally, her own blood relative. Amy's views 

regarding societal mores and repression stem from her 

ability to see past the present discursive formation into 

the future. Amy's attitude suggests that she realizes that 

many decades down the road the whole flirting episode with 

Raymond will have little merit for the family and for the 

younger generations that follow. Of course, Amy's reaction 

may only indicate that she holds little regard for the 
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conventions of her day, choosing to rebel against social 

constraints. But those who take umbrage with the societal 

expectations of their day often have far-reaching ideas of 

change for the future. Hence, Amy's issue with the confin

ing discursive formation that holds that women are art 

objects finds voice in her own era and the following eras as 

well. 

The Grandmother continues retelling Amy's story to 

Cousin Isabel as Miranda and Maria listen. With Harry 

exiled in Mexico City, Gabriel continues to beg Amy to marry 

him. Finally Gabriel leaves, and Amy picks up her active 

life once again. But "[a]fter dancing all night three times 

in one week, she woke one morning in a hemorrhage. She 

seemed frightened and asked for the doctor, promising to do 

whatever he advised. She was quiet for a few days, reading. 

She asked for Gabriel 11 ("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 

191) . The passage is odd in that it gives little indication 

of how one incident connects with another. The silences 

between the sentences--the narrative thread that Porter has 

dropped--forces the reader to construct meaning from implied 

nuances in the text. The reader does not know what kind of 

hemorrhaging Amy experiences (although later in the story 

Miranda states that it is a lung hemorrhage), why Amy 

"seemed frightened" instead of being down-right terrified, 

what the doctor recommends, or why Amy asks for Gabriel. 



Even more intriguing is Amy's death, shortly after her 

marriage to Gabriel. 
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The most defining evidence of Amy's life comes from 

"two letters in the grandmother's many packets of letters 

that Maria and Miranda read after they were grown" (191), 

presumably after the Grandmother's death. The first letter 

is from Amy to her mother, written in New Orleans ten days 

after her nuptials. Amy's rhetoric in the letter is filled 

with the typical chatty details of one on vacation (or, in 

this case, on a honeymoon) as she recounts to her mother the 

daily activities and coming events that she and Gabriel plan 

to attend. Amy devotes a good portion of the letter to 

describing in detail her gown for the prestigious Mardi Gras 

Proteus Ball, a description which parallels the description 

o f Amy's costume at the earlier ball where she flirted with 

Raymond. Although there is little similarity between the 

two outfits (the former a shepherdess costume "with ribboned 

hat, gilded crook, very low-laced bodice, short basket 

skirts, green slippers and all" [185] and the latter a gown 

which "'is fitted perfectly smooth in the bodice, very low 

in the shoulders'" and "'so dashing that [Amy's] mother-in

law will have an attack'" [192]), the anticipated result is 

the same. Amy's desire to shock and push the limits of 

woman's "acceptable" appearance and behavior in society 

while maintaining proper attire for the occasion attests to 
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Amy's liminal state. Thus, Miranda and Maria finally 

acquire information about Amy in her own words, the closest 

the girls have come to a first-hand account of their aunt 

who is the standard by which they are judged. 

The second letter in the packet, written by Amy's 

nurse, tells of Amy's last days and her untimely death. 

Again, the rhetoric of this letter pertains to the context 

of the situation. The nurse establishes both ethos and 

pathos, proclaiming that Amy was given the best of care 

while simultaneously extending condolences to Amy's parents. 

The connection between ethos and pathos becomes nonexistent 

as the nurse switches back and forth between the two: 

"I cut off the lock of hair because I was sure you 

would like to have it. And I do not want you to 

think I was careless, leaving her medicine where 

she could get it, the doctor has written and 

explained. [ . .] Please accept my regrets for 

your great loss and please do not think anyone was 

careless with your dear daughter. [ . .]" (192-

93) 

The wording of the letter is a microcosm of the rhetoric 

used by the characters throughout "Old Mortality." The 

shift between ethos and pathos in the letter reflects the 

h ' f b f t and lore as the older Rheas retell the s l t etween ac 

Amy story. In fact, both letters that the older Miranda and 
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Maria uncover demonstrate this shift. And the way in which 

Miranda and Maria physically deal with the Amy materials 

indicates the extent to which the past still influences the 

present: "The letters and all the strange keepsakes were 

packed away and forgotten for a great many years. They 

seemed to have no place in the world" (193). Even though 

the relics seem out of place and useless to Miranda and 

Maria, the sisters, nevertheless, preserve them instead of 

discarding them. One reason for this preservation, explains 

Edward G. Schwartz, pertains to the very nature of mementoes 

ln relation to the events they represent: 

It is the strategy of happenings to hide 

themselves in innocent surroundings, in old 

photographs and faded flowers, in yellowed letters 

wrapped with string and put past seeing away in 

trunks. Hidden thus, they wait like microscopic 

things, with all the oriental patience of disease, 

their opportunity to infect the present. 

("Memory" 80-81) 

And the history and merit of these remnants of the family 

history will prove significant to Miranda at the end of "Old 

Mortality" when she, too, seems "to have no place in the 

wo rld." 

Part II of "Old Mortality" focuses on Miranda and Maria 

d h · t · " t the Convent of the Child Jesus, in New an t elr lme a 
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Orleans, where they spent the long winters trying to avoid 

an education" ("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 193). The 

main focus of this section, as Harry J. Mooney, Jr. states, 

"is quite clear·. the cracks b · · are eg1nn1ng to appear in the 

legend of the past" ( 22) . Indeed, the crux of the section 

deals with the girls' first encounter with Uncle Gabriel, 

merging his legend with the reality of his life. Porter 

sets the stage for the unraveling of the Gabriel myth by 

opening the section with the girls' vacationing at their 

Grandmother's, once again pointing to the relationship 

between life and art. Miranda and Maria, finding "forbidden 

reading matter, brought in and left [. . ] by some 

Protestant cousin" ("Old Mortality" Collected Stores 193), 

liken themselves to the heroines of the popular novels; the 

young maidens of fiction are "'immured' in convents, where 

they were forced to take the veil [. . ] and condemned 

forever after to most uncomfortable and disorderly 

e xistences" (193), just as Miranda and Maria feel they are 

trapped at their Catholic school. The girls are wiser now 

when confronted with art and life; they realize that their 

lives are actually different from 

[ . .] the thrilling paper-backed version. It 

was no good at all trying to fit the stories to 

life, and they did not even try. They had long 

since learned to draw the lines between life, 
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which was real and earnest, and the grave was not 

its goal; poetry, which was true but not real; and 

stories, or forbidden reading matter, in which 

things happened as nowhere else, with the most 

sublime irrelevance and unlikelihood, and one need 

not turn a hair, because there was not a word of 

truth in them. (194) 

The passage indicates that the girls, even though they 

believe they have the ability to distinguish between life 

and art, still cannot determine the fine line that lies 

between the two. The reference to the lines "life is real, 

life is earnest, and the grave is not its goal," shows that 

the girls still see life through artistic lenses. The 

convent itself represents the veiled truth that surrounds 

Miranda and Maria, exemplified by the beds in which the 

girls sleep in the convent dormitory: 

Their beds were curtained with muslin, and small 

night-lamps were so arranged that the sisters 

could see through the curtains, but the children 

could not see the sisters. Miranda wondered if 

they ever slept, or did they sit there all night 

quietly watching the sleepers through the muslin? 

(194) 

From a rhetorical perspective, words are used 1n ''Old 

Mortality" much in the same way as the muslin curtains are 
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used in the dormitory. The Rhea family manipulates language 

and communication to protect the Amy myth and to keep Amy's 

memory alive. Their words function as a veil which protects 

the events of the past and which Miranda and Maria are 

unable to penetrate. Likewise, the girls themselves are 

protected as well, "isolated from the outside world in their 

muslin-curtained cells" (Teixeira 54). 

An important component of the girls' existence at the 

convent deals with the way certain knowledge and information 

are withheld from them. Language--or lack of language--is 

used to manipulate and control Miranda and Maria. If the 

girls exhibit adequate "deportment and scholastic achieve-

ment" for the week ("Old Mortality'' Collected Stories 194), 

a family member or relative will usually come to the convent 

and take the girls to the horse races as a treat. However, 

just exactly what constitutes adequate behavior is never 

explained to them: 

There were black Saturdays now and then, when 

Maria and Miranda sat ready, [. . ] waiting with 

their hearts going down slowly into their high-

topped laced-up black shoes. [ . . ] When no one 

appeared, and Saturday came and went a sickening 

h then g iven to understand that it waste, t ey were 

· h t for bad marks during the week. was a punls men 

They never knew until it was too late to avoid the 
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disappointment. It was very wearing. ( 195) 

Miranda questions this withholding of information when the 

girls' father arrives one Saturday to take them to the races 

to see Uncle Gabriel's horse run: 

[. . ] Miranda stood and addressed her father 

sternly. She had suffered many doubts about this 

day. "Why didn't you send word yesterday? I 

could have been looking forward all this time." 

"We didn't know," said father, in his easiest 

paternal manner, "that you were going to deserve 

it. Remember Saturday before last?" 

Miranda hung her head and put on her hat, with 

the round elastic under the chin. She remembered 

too well. (195) 

Miranda's hat, with its confining elastic that cuts into her 

skin, emphasizes both the control adults hold over her and 

the cutting remarks that her father makes. Miranda must be 

c onfused by the way her father reminds her of her shameful 

outburst (Miranda had "given way to despair over her 

a rithmetic and had fallen flat on her face on the classroom 

floor, refusing to rise until she was carried out" [195]) 

a nd then says, " 'Never mind, ' [ . .] as if it were the 

smallest possible matter, 'today you're going. [ . • ] I II 

(1 95). 

With their father's conflicting utterances still fresh 
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ln their minds, Miranda and Maria enter the exciting world 

of horse racing. Porter's description of the race track's 

atmosphere is reminiscent of the big-top atmosphere in "The 

Circus," consisting of 

[t]he great crowd [. .] with the beautiful 
I 

incredibly dressed ladies, all plumes and flowers 

and paint, and the elegant gentlemen with yellow 

gloves. The band played in turn with thundering 

drums and brasses, and now and then a wild horse 

would career around the track with a tiny, monkey-

shaped boy on his back, limbering up for his race. 

(196) 

And just as Miranda is exposed to knowledge of the larger 

world in "The Circus," so too does she learn about the 

seedier side of life in "Old Mortality" when she is exposed 

to Uncle Gabriel's drunkenness and common life style. 

The horse race holds particular interest for Miranda 

and also shows the role that silence plays in the story. 

The importance that Porter places on rhetorical silence is 

exemplified by Miranda's secret desire to be a jockey. 

Miranda knows it is unsafe to divulge this information or 

"to confide [it] to anyone, even Maria. Least of all to 

Maria. 

( 196) . 

In ten minutes the whole family would have known" 

Part of Miranda's decision to seek a career as a 

jockey revolves around her final realization that she will 
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never grow up to be like her Aunt Amy: 

[Miranda's] father had said one day that she was 

going to be a little thing all her life, she would 

never be tall; and this meant, of course, that she 

would never be a beauty like Aunt Amy, or Cousin 

Isabel. Her hope of being a beauty died hard, 

until the notion of being a jockey came suddenly 

and filled all her thoughts. Quietly, blissfully, 

at night before she slept, and too often in the 

daytime when she should have been studying, she 

planned her career as a jockey. It was dim in 

detail, but brilliant at the right distance. 

(196) 

Miranda compensates for what she deems is her physical 

handicap (i.e., never becoming a beauty) by finding another 

glamorous goal to take its place. The handling of knowledge 

in the passage shows the way in which Miranda processes 

information as she matures; knowledge for her continues to 

be "dim in detail, but brilliant at the right distance." 

The phrase also emphasizes Bergsonian time as well because, 

for Miranda, all time--past, present, and future--seems out 

of focus with only fleeting moments of lucidity. Even as 

Miranda views the present moment, she is thrown into the 

past (realizing she will never be able to emulate Amy) and 

into the future (anticipating her dream of becoming a 
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jockey) . However, Miranda's journey into the future also 

involves her awareness of the jockeys' behavior at the horse 

race: "The jockeys sat bowed and relaxed, their faces calm, 

moving a little at the waist with the movement of their 

horses. Miranda noted this for future use; that was the way 

you came in from a race, easy and quiet, whether you had won 

or lost" (199). Thus, Miranda becomes aware of the body 

language and sense of presence of her projected career 

through silent observation. 

As the narrative action slips from the present horse 

race event into the past, Miranda is reminded of a prior 

riding incident involving her father. The plot line focuses 

on Miranda and her preparation for her future occupation: 

"You ought to be ashamed of yourself," said father 

after watching [Miranda] gallop full tilt down the 

lane at the farm, on Trixie, the mustang mare. "I 

can see the sun, moon and stars between you and 

the saddle every jump. 11 Spanish style meant that 

one sat close to the saddle, and did all kinds of 

things with the knees and reins. Jockeys bounded 

lightly, their knees almost level with the horse's 

back, rising and falling like a rubber ball. 

[. . ] Meantime, while she was training, she 

would keep it a secret, and one day she would ride 

out, bouncing lightly, with the other jockeys, and 



win a great race, and surprise everybody, her 

family most of all. ( 196) 
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While Miranda's silence protects her plans from the scrutiny 

of her family, her reticence leads to her father's fils

understanding what she is attempting to accomplish by her 

peculiar riding style. Thus, Miranda's silence widens the 

emotional distance between herself and her father. Like-

wise, Miranda fails to realize that the episteme of her time 

period severely restricts career occupations for women. At 

this point in time, women are not even allowed the right to 

vote, let alone the option of becoming horse jockeys. 

Miranda has set herself up for yet another disappointment, 

aiming for a goal that is practically impossible to obtain. 

The most jolting realization for Miranda comes when she 

and Maria meet their Uncle Gabriel for the first time at the 

horse races. The event elicits a myriad of reactions and 

emotions from Miranda: 

The girls' excursion to the race track, where 

they at last meet the legendary Uncle Gabriel, is 

a great watershed of discovery for Miranda, 

allowing her to bring into focus a cluster of 

uncertainties intimated to the reader throughout 

Parts I and II. All during this enlightening 

event, she preserves her characteristic reticence 

in dealing with her important feelings [. . J . 



(Stout "Guarded Speech" 267) 

The discrepancies between the past and the present become 

impossible for the girls to fathom as they attempt to 

reconcile Gabriel's appearance with the Amy legend: 

[. . ] a vast bulging man with a red face and 
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immense tan ragged mustaches fading into gray 

hailed them from a lower level of the grandstand 

[. . ] . Maria and Miranda stared, first at him, 

then at each other. "Can that be our Uncle 

Gabriel?" their eyes asked. "Is that Aunt Amy's 

handsome romantic beau? Is that the man who wrote 

the poem about our Aunt Amy?" Oh, what did grown

up people mean when they talked, anyway? 

He was a shabby fat man with bloodshot blue 

eyes, sad beaten eyes, and a big melancholy laugh, 

like a groan. ("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 

197) 

Critic Janis Stout points to the rhetorical elements in 

the passage and explains the impact of Porter's use of 

quotation marks: 

wordlessly, staring, [the girls] ask each other if 

this can really be the man they have heard about 

for years. wordlessly, yet the questions they ask 

with their eyes appear in quotation marks [. . ] . 

A fourth question, though, is not enclosed in 



quotation marks [. 
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.] . The first three, though 

unspoken, are communications. The last is 

Miranda's private wondering about the general and 

very serious problem of memory, fantasy, and 

truth. Preoccupied by the puzzle of Uncle 

Gabriel's disillusioning appearance and manner, 

the girls fall silent [. . ] . ("Guarded Speech" 

267) 

The girls cannot bridge the distance that exists between the 

past and the present. The tales of the past are frozen in 

time and seem to have no relation to the present. 

Furthermore, Miranda and Maria's encounter with the 

legendary Gabriel, a "figure out of family history" (Curley 

"Larger Plan" 676), stirs up greater issues for them as 

well; for the conjuring up of the family history reveals 

"the history which they confuse with their own memories and 

which extends over generations into the whole fable of the 

South" (676) 

[ . 

The girls are once again shown that 

.] even the past is not stable, for the 

images inherited from it can be destroyed by a 

breath of reality. So it is when [. .] the 

little girls see [. .] Gabriel, romantic lover 

of their long-dead Aunt Amy, for what they see is 

a sodden, small-time horse owner very badly down 

on his luck. This one glimpse of a different kind 



of reality brings into open question everything 

the adults have ever said[ .. ]. (676) 
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Undoubtedly, the current description of Gabriel fails 

to correspond with the depiction given by the Rhea family 

because of the passing of time. As Miranda and Maria 

attempt to readjust what they see with what they have heard, 

the girls also try to reconcile the paradoxes between spoken 

words and the meaning behind the words. The girls' question 

of "what did grown-up people mean when they talked" exempli

fies the confusing nature that language creates in terms of 

meaning and knowing. But this confusion is an integral 

component of the misunderstanding that language produces, 

according to I. A. Richards. Not only does ambiguity of 

language lead to misunderstanding, in any utterance one word 

influences the other words around it and is dependent on the 

context for its meaning: 

To account for understanding and misunderstanding, 

to study the efficiency of language and its 

conditions, we have to renounce, for a while, the 

view that words just have their meanings and that 

what a discourse does is to be explained as a 

composition of these meanings--as a wall can be 

represented as a composition of its bricks. We 

have to shift the focus [. .] and attempt a 

deeper and more minute grasp and try to take 



account of the structures of the smallest dis-

cussible units of meaning and the ways in which 

these vary as they are put with other units. 

(Philosophy 9-10) 

Thus, Miranda and Maria struggle to make sense of the 
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stories they have heard about Uncle Gabriel, not realizing 

that applying the details of the past to the present is, in 

essence, taking the description out of its original context. 

Miranda and Maria, having been forced by their father 

to bet their respective dollars on Miss Lucy, Uncle 

Gabriel's horse, are "disheartened by the odds, [and] by 

their first sight of their romantic Uncle Gabriel, whose 

language was so coarse [. . ] " ("Old Mortality" Collected 

Stories 198) . But miraculously, Miss Lucy pulls from behind 

in the horne stretch and wins the race. Miranda's excitement 

turns into fear and shame once she sees the effect that 

winning has on Miss Lucy: 

Miss Lucy was bleeding at the nose, [. . ] and 

she snorted when she drew her breath. 

Miranda stood staring. That was winning, too. 

Her heart clinched tight; that was winning for 

Miss Lucy. so instantly and completely did her 

that Vl'ctory, she did not know when heart reject 

d but She hated it, and was ashamed it happene , 

that she had screamed and shed tears for joy when 
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Miss Lucy, with her bloodied nose and bursting 

heart had gone past the judges' stand a neck 

ahead. She felt empty and sick and held to her 

father's hand so hard that he shook her off a 

little impatiently and said, "What is the matter 

with you? Don't be so fidgety." (199) 

Miranda gains much knowledge from seeing Miss Lucy in 

this state, "revis[ing] what she knows about winning" (Scott 

"Mind" 16). Miranda experiences an epiphany which forces 

her to see the harsh realities of life and to understand 

that in order to come out ahead, hard work, physical 

exertion, and even injury are often required. Miss Lucy, 

the namesake of the horse Gabriel had given Amy shortly 

after their marriage, stands as an emblem of Amy's life; 

like the horse, Amy often pushed herself beyond her physical 

capabilities and, like Miss Lucy, brought on a bout of 

bleeding as a result of her strenuous activities. Miss Lucy 

also represents Amy in her role of Southern belle. Winning, 

equated with Amy's rebellious nature, requires a great deal 

of stamina and sacrifice, as Miranda learns from seeing Miss 

Lucy up close after the race. Miss Lucy also symbolizes Amy 

in a larger sense as well: 

[Porter's] sense of the tormented plight of women 

in a masculinst culture is conveyed in the image 

of the racing filly in "Old Mortality." Run by 
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her owner in a desperate race even though he was 

aware that she was not able to sustain the effort 
I 

the filly looked beautiful, vital, full of energy. 

She was well groomed, well trained. But she is 

seen after the race with blood coursing from her 

nostrils [. . ] --all to fulfill the roles set for 

her by sentimental, feckless men. This has been 

seen as a representation of the beautiful southern 

belle who ran in the race for husbands at great 

costs to herself [. . J . (Stout Sense 170) 

Porter also shows that once again the adult world is 

light years away from Miranda's world. Miranda's knowledge 

about winning comes from her silent introspection of the 

circumstances around her, which horrify her. Miranda ''is 

revolted by the cruelty of the race and by her own 

complicity in it, through having cheered. Her disgust and 

shame, a more serious and longlasting emotion than her 

victory elation, she keeps to herself, without a word" 

(Stout "Guarded Speech" 267). As in "The Circus," the 

adults around Miranda fail to empathize or understand her 

internal, personal experience. In fact, Harry's ability to 

recognize Miranda's emotions seems to have worsened over the 

yearsi at this point he is unaware of Miranda's abhorrence, 

mistaking it instead for nervous energy. 

Added to Miranda's distress is the realization that 



Uncle Gabriel is a drunkard. The girls observe Gabriel's 

behavior and apply what they have read in fiction to the 

current situation: 
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Maria and Miranda, watching Uncle Gabriel's 

lumbering, unsteady back, were thinking that this 

was the first time they had ever seen a man that 

they knew to be drunk. They had seen pictures and 

read descriptions, and had heard descriptions, so 

they recognized the symptoms at once. Miranda 

felt it was an important moment in a great many 

ways. 

"Uncle Gabriel's a drunkard, isn't he?" she 

asked her father, rather proudly. 

ity" Collected Stories 200) 

("Old Mortal-

Miranda is justified in feeling proud of herself; she has 

displayed her critical thinking abilities, transferring what 

she has heard and what she has learned in books to a real

life situation--a mental leap to be commended in a ten-year

old child. But Miranda does not understand the taboo or the 

shame of openly stating this family problem aloud. Instead 

of praising her for her cleverness, Harry admonishes Miranda 

for her honesty: 

"Hush, don't say such things," said father, 

with a heavy frown, "or I'll never bring you here 

again." He looked worried and unhappy and, above 
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all, undecided. The little girls stood stiff with 

resentment against such obvious injustice. They 

loosed their hands from his and moved away coldly, 

standing together in silence. Their father did 

not notice, watching the place where Uncle Gabriel 

had disappeared. (200) 

Just as Harry cannot read the girls' silence, the girls 

cannot understand their father's reticence. There is a 

world of information to be gleaned from both Harry and the 

girls regarding one another. Unfortunately, the discursive 

formation that controls what utterances can and cannot be 

expressed, what questions may and may not be asked, angers 

both Harry and the girls. A family member's drunkenness 

proves to be an unacceptable topic, both in public and in 

private between adults and children. Whether or not the 

social episteme controls the discussion of this topic 

between adult family members is unclear. Nevertheless, the 

episteme of the time period, along with the decorum of 

polite society, seeks to overlook the truth by forcing its 

members to remain silent. 

The influence of the episteme and of family decorum 

· h Harry and the girls meet Gabriel's second appears agaln w en 

wife, Miss Honey. Upon Gabriel's insistence, Harry takes 

Miranda and Maria to Gabriel's run-down hotel where Miss 

Honey can meet "Amy's two little nieces" (202)--the girls 
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are not even introduced by their given names (Brinkmeyer 

Primitivism 170). But it becomes quite apparent that Miss 

Honey has no interest in anything connected with Gabriel's 

former wife. One can only assume that Miss Honey has lived 

under the Amy legend just as Miranda and Maria have, being 

constantly compared to and reminded of a woman who exists 

only in memory. Interestingly, several critics have 

compared Miss Honey to Amy, pointing out the similarities 

between the two. Critic Richard Gray believes that the 

depiction of Uncle Gabriel and Miss Honey's hotel room, 

which sounds oddly familiar, 

[. . ] recalls the description of the "dowdy 

keepsakes" that Miranda and her sister found in 

the attic, the stuff out of which the Rhea family 

wove their dreams. Together this room and those 

"faded things" seem to offer a visible measure of 

the inadequacy of the unadorned fact; and a way of 

charting the failure of that attitude--call it 

realism, materialism, positivism, or what you 

will--which would elevate facts as a species into 

the sole standard of human judgment. (193) 

k Comparison between Amy and Miss 
Tim Keppel also rna es a 

Honey, h " 1· t is interesting to consider Honey 
speculating t at 

have become had she lived" (22) 
as the woman Amy might 

Thus, Porter shows the extent to which the Amy legend 
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remains alive and influences Gabriel's life choices. 

Miss Honey, not only indifferent to Amy's relatives, 

also is indifferent to the news that Miss Lucy has won the 

horse race. When Gabriel tells Miss Honey the good news 

that they can now afford to move to a better hotel, she 

becomes argumentative, a reaction which provokes Miranda and 

Maria's sensibilities: 

The little girls sat trying not to stare, 

miserably ill at ease. Their grandmother had 

pronounced Harry's children to be the most 

unteachable she had ever seen in her long 

experience with the young; but they had learned by 

indirection one thing well--nice people did not 

carry on quarrels before outsiders. Family 

quarrels were sacred, to be waged privately in 

fierce hissing whispers, low choked mutters and 

growls. If they did yell and stamp, it must be 

behind closed doors and windows. Uncle Gabriel's 

second wife was hopping mad and she looked ready 

to fly out at Uncle Gabriel any second [. . ] . 

("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 202-03) 

Miranda and Maria's sense of correct behavior in polite 

society stems from their silent observances and what they 

have "learned by indirection" of family politics in their 

Grandmother's home. And the girls' attitude indicates that 
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they do not believe Gabriel and M' lss Honey belong to their 

family; if they did, Ml'ss Honey ld wou not behave in this 

manner. 

In the midst of this uneasiness, Miranda has another 

epiphany, this one of great import, one that will forever 

change her outlook on humanity at large: 

" [Miss Honey] loathes and despises everybody in 

this room," thought Miranda, coolly, "and she's 

afraid we won't know it. She needn't worry, we 

knew it when we came in." With all her heart she 

wanted to go, but her father, though his face was 

a study, made no move. (203). 

Ultimately, now that Miranda has observed "the shabby, 

alcoholic Gabriel, his embittered second wife, [and] the 

desolate hotel in which they live [. .] her eyes undo the 

stories of her childhood in which Gabriel figures so 

prominently" (Scott "Mind" 16) . Miranda continually 

e xhibits this cool attitude towards those outside her 

family, especially as she matures into adulthood. In fact, 

by the end of "Old Mortality," Miranda, crushed by her 

father's and Cousin Eva's ignoring her, applies her cold 

gaze to both her immediate and extended family members. 

Feeling a sense of unease as well, Maria is silently 

hostile; her attitude is icier than Miranda's as they sit in 

the hotel room with Miss Honey. Maria, always the cold, 



calculating, and rational one, bases her attitude toward 

Miss Honey on Miss Honey's lack of position in the family 

echelon: 
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Maria, feeling guilty, though she couldn't think 

why, was calculating rapidly, "Why, she's only 

Uncle Gabriel's second wife, and Uncle Gabriel was 

only married before to Aunt Amy, why she's no kin 

at all, and I'm glad of it." Sitting back easily, 

she let her hands fall open in her lap; they would 

be going in a few minutes, undoubtedly, and they 

need never come back. ("Old Mortality" Collected 

Stories 203) 

Maria exhibits her ability to manipulate the episode, 

realizing that even though the moment is woven into the 

fabric of time as an organic whole, the moment's sig-

nificance will pass by means of her physically leaving the 

hotel room with her father and her sister. Miranda has not 

reached this understanding of time as Maria has; Miranda 

feels caught in the duration of the moment. But even though 

she has unconsciously mastered the concept of Bergsonian 

time, Maria still has difficulty analyzing her feelings and 

putting them into words. 

The extent to which Miss Honey has been subjected and 

compared to Amy can be inferred from .her response to Harry's 

statement that he and Gabriel "'thought of getting out for a 
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talk about old times together. [ . . ]'" (203): 

"Yes, I k " · d now, sal Miss Honey, rocking a 

little, and all that she knew gleamed forth in a 

pallid, unquenchable hatred and bitterness that 

seemed enough to bring her long body straight up 

out of the chair in a fury, "I know," and sat 

staring at the floor. Her mouth shook and 

straightened. There was a terrible silence, which 

was broken when the little girls saw their father 

rise. (203) 

Rh e t o ri c as a way of knowing takes on a new meaning as the 

read er notes the way language has contributed to both Miss 

Honey 's p e ssimistic outlook on life and the means by which 

s h e has acquired information. Undoubtedly, Gabriel's 

con s tant remarks about the deceased Amy and his comparison 

of Miss Honey to her idealized memory contribute to Miss 

Honey ' s bitter and contemptuous demeanor. The silence which 

fol l o ws Miss Honey's "'I know'" statement speaks louder than 

any utterance and weighs heavy on those caught in the void 

of sound, reminiscent of how "Miranda observes every detail 

of t h e s habby rooming house and Miss Honey's barely 

repres s e d anger" by remaining "silen[t], making her own 

asse s s me nt of the situation" (Stout "Guarded Speech" 268) 

But the encounter Miranda and Maria have with Uncle 

Gabr i el and Miss Honey also shows that Gabriel remains 
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caught in a cycle that is not entirely of his own making: 

The legend of the past [. .] may very well be 

ultimately inescapable, a secret part of what we 

think we are. It may also destroy us. Indeed, 

[. .] it has destroyed Gabriel; ridden by 

alcohol and dreams, he is a man for whom the 

present lS unreal, a man committed to the memory 

of someone who could not have been as beautiful, 

and was surely not as virtuous, as he imagines. 

Gabriel's condition parallels that of the South. 

He is in love with a past which, although existing 

only in his mind, continues to infect--and finally 

nullifies--the present. (Donadio 280) 

Once more Katherine Anne Porter acknowledges the strength 

the past wields over the present and how the canon of memory 

continuously influences the future. 

As Harry, Miranda, and Maria leave the hotel and return 

to the convent, the girls take back with them the knowledge 

they have acquired from their encounter with Miss Honey. In 

many ways the descent into the unfamiliar arena of Miss 

Honey and Uncle Gabriel's world represents in microcosm the 

journey motif. Porter incorporates several components of 

the motif in "Old Mortality." For instance, the description 

of the trip to the hotel reflects an instructive journey: 

The little girls sat watching the streets grow 
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duller and dingier and narrower, and at last the 

shabbier and shabbier white people gave way to 

dressed-up Negroes, and then to shabby Negroes, 

and after a long way the cab stopped before a 

desolate-looking little hotel in Elysian Fields. 

("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 201) 

Upon their arrival and their introduction to Miss Honey, the 

girls encounter the difficult feat of dealing with Miss 

Honey and her rude behavior. The knowledge Miranda and 

Maria gather from this incident allows them the ability to 

interact with people outside of their own social class; the 

girls likewise gain more skill at distinguishing illusion 

from reality. The journey comes full circle as the girls 

return with their father to the convent: 

The cab rumbled on, back to clean gay streets, 

with the lights coming on in the early February 

darkness, past shimmering shop windows, smooth 

pavements, on and on, past beautiful old houses 

set in deep gardens, on, on back to the dark walls 

with the heavy-topped trees hanging on them. 

(204-05) 

The girls obtain their knowledge from their encounter 

with Uncle Gabriel and Miss Honey, who represent the Other, 

through verbal and silent rhetoric. Maria and Miranda 

internalize their knowledge and do not even share it with 
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upon itself and becomes an integral part of the silence 

which symbolically becomes synonymous with Miranda's 

character. The girls' withholding of the knowledge they 
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have gained is emphasized when they return to the convent: 

Maria and Miranda walked in silently to their 

familiar world of shining bare floors and insipid 

wholesome food and cold-water washing and regular 

prayers; their world of poverty, chastity and 

obedience, of early to bed and early to rise, of 

sharp little rules and tittle-tattle. ( 2 05) 

Hence, rhetoric as a way of knowing merges with the rhetoric 

of silence, overriding any possibility of Miranda and 

Maria's sharing their information with anyone. The only 

knowledge they divulge is to a young girl of Maria's age. 

Upon being questioned as to their whereabouts, Maria simply 

says that "'We went to the races with our father,'" and 

Miranda states that "'Our uncle's horse won'" (206). The 

gist of their knowledge is not revealed to the young girl. 

The Gabriel episode silently supersedes the memory of the 

legendary Gabriel as Amy's husband in Miranda and Maria's 

minds. 

The extent to which silence plays an integral role in 

Miranda's life becomes apparent when, on the return trip to 

the convent, she thinks aloud about her future occupation: 
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"'I've decided I'm not going to be a jockey, after all.' 

She could as usual have bitten her tongue, but as usual it 

was too late" (205). Miranda pays the price for her words 

as she becomes the source of amusement for her father: 

Father [. .] twinkled at her knowingly, as if 

that didn't surprise him in the least. "Well, 

well," said he, "so you aren't going to be a 

jockey! That's very sensible of you. I think she 

ought to be a lion-tamer, don't you, Maria? 

That's a nice, womanly profession." (205) 

Not only is Miranda ridiculed for her dreams; she is made 

aware that "sensible" decisions are preferable to taking 

risks and reminded that the episteme of her day does not 

allow women to be horse jockeys. Yet Miranda does learn two 

valuable lessons from this exchange. First, Miranda 

realizes that "to speak is to make oneself vulnerable" 

(Stout "Guarded Speech" 268). And as Maria and Harry laugh 

at her, Miranda opts to laugh along with them, "mak[ing] an 

instant decision" ("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 205). 

Miranda's ability to make instant decisions prevails 

throughout the third and final section of "Old Mortality." 

Applying the knowledge she has gathered over the course of 

her life, Miranda, at the age of eighteen, comes to terms 

with the Amy legend as she encounters a new version of the 

old story. This final section poses several questions in 
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dealing "with the problem of truth: what is the truth when 

it is fragmented, when it can be known only through points 

of view?" (J. Smith 160). In this section of "Old Mortal

ity" Miranda also begins to map out her future by negating 

the family institution and what it symbolizes. 

The canon of memory prevails as Miranda finds herself 

seated opposite Cousin Eva Parrington on a train trip the 

two are taking to attend Uncle Gabriel's funeral. The 

journey motif established in Part II of "Old Mortality" 

continues in this section, once more "signaling an 

acquisition of knowledge" (Unrue Understanding 65) . As the 

two relatives converse, Cousin Eva must rely on the past in 

order to "place" Miranda in her memory and in the family 

pecking order: 

II [ • . ] . I knew you when you were a little girl . 

You were a lively little girl," she added as if to 

console her, "and very opinionated. The last 

thing I heard about you, you were planning to be a 

tight-rope walker. You were going to play the 

violin and walk the tight rope at the same time." 

("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 207) 

Interestingly, Miranda does not remember this past ambition, 

· 1 d th t "'I must have seen it at the vaudeville muslng a ou a 

show, ' [ . . ] . 'I couldn't have invented it. Now I'd like 

(208) Even at the age of eighteen, 
to be an air pilot! ' " . 
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Miranda still has childish desires and expectations regard

ing her future. Miranda exists in an illusionary world, 

refusing even at this stage in her life to acknowledge the 

discursive formation which dictates the professions women 

can and cannot enter. 

Cousin Eva's active and reality-based actions against 

the oppression of women juxtapose Miranda's passive and 

fantasy-based inertia, most notable as Miranda, "busy with 

the things she cannot or will not say" (Stout "Guarded 

Speech" 268), recollects her thoughts in a Bergsonian-time 

manner: 

Miranda remembered several things at once. 

Aunt Amy had threatened to be an old maid like 

Eva. Oh, Eva, the trouble with her is she has no 

chin. Eva has given up, and is teaching Latin in 

a Female Seminary. Eva's gone out for votes for 

women, God help her. The nice thing about an ugly 

daughter is she's not apt to make me a grand-

mother. ("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 

208) 

The family's attitude toward Eva fails to acknowledge her 

l l
.fe h th family sees Eva's strength as successful; rat er, e 

as a weakness, brought about from her supposed inability to 

attract a husband. Eva's achievements as a teacher and an 

advocate for women's rights are overshadowed by the family's 
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judgmental attitude about her lack of a chin. 

As Eva questions Miranda, asking "' [. .] . You do 

remember me, don't you?'" (208), Miranda once again enters a 

Bergsonian realm of time as she contemplates Eva as a mirror 

image of her future self: 

[. . ] even if Cousin Eva had been really an old 

maid ten years before, still she couldn't be much 

past fifty now, and she looked so withered and 

tired, so famished and sunken in the cheeks, so 

old, somehow. Across the abyss separating Cousin 

Eva from her own youth, Miranda looked with 

painful premonition. "Oh must I ever be like 

that?" (208) 

Interestingly, Bergsonian time blends with silence as 

Miranda identifies with Eva--they are both individuals who 

hover on the perimeter of society and feel excluded from the 

family. 

However, Eva attempts to seek entrance into the family 

circ le, exemplified by her mentioning a particular dress she 

on c e wore: 

"[. .] . You don't happen to remember that I 

once had a beautiful sapphire velvet dress with a 

train on it?" 

"No, I don't remember that dress," said 

Miranda. 
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"It was an old dress of my mother's made over 

and cut down to fit," said Eva, "and it wasn't ln 

the least becoming to me, but it was the only 

really good dress I ever had, and I remember it as 

if it were yesterday. Blue was never my color." 

( 2 0 8) 

The act of remembering and the assurance that Miranda remem

bers as well are important to Eva; they define her place 

within the extended Rhea family, even if the degree to which 

she fits in and belongs is marginal. 

Even as Eva attempts to relate and to seek inclusion in 

the family, she subtly acknowledges that she has always felt 

apart from her relatives. Eva, much like Miranda, is caught 

between two worlds. Striving to assert herself and bring 

about changes for herself and other women, she, nonetheless, 

grows up being thwarted by the presence of her mother Molly: 

[Eva] believed in votes for women, and had 

traveled about, making speeches. When her mother 

was not present, Eva bloomed out a little, danced 

prettily, smiled, showing all her teeth, and was 

like a dry little plant set out in a gentle rain. 

(178) 

Eva lives in the shadow of her mother's overwhelming person-

ality, just as Miranda, by the end of the story, lives in 

the shadow of Amy and the family and society's expectations. 
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Eva's attempts to break free and stand firm in the face of 

injustice alienate her from the family and make her feel 

isolated, the same emotions Miranda encounters after her 

elopement. Thus Eva and Miranda remain liminal figures, 

neither belonging to the radical, feminist movement, nor the 

conservative, patriarchal society. In many ways, the two 

women resemble Amy, try as they might to deny their connec-

tion to her. "Old Mortality" indicates, if Amy serves as 

the example of rebellion within her family, that those who 

buck the system bring about their own early demise. Even 

though the episteme will shift to a new order, Miranda, 

trapped between the two worlds, feels out of place in both 

realms. Yet Eva belongs to the family in a way that Miranda 

does not, a fact which becomes apparent at the story's end 

as Harry makes it clear that it is Miranda, and not Eva, who 

lS denied emotional kinship. 

As Miranda and Eva continue conversing, Eva's soliloquy 

serves as a mouthpiece for Katherine Anne Porter's own life 

and the beliefs she held regarding both women's rights and 

women's oppression in a hostile society; Eva's soliloquy 

also clearly emphasizes the patriarchal regime of her time 

period as she tells Miranda, 

[. .] "I'm glad you are going to use your mind a 

little, child. Don't let yourself rust away. 

Your mind outwears all sorts of things you may set 
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your heart upon; you can enjoy it when all other 

things are taken away." [. .] "In our part of 

the country, in my time, we were so provincial--a 

woman didn't dare to think or act for herself. 

[. . ] I fought for votes for women when it 

almost made a pariah of me--I was turned out of my 

chair at the Seminary, but I'm glad I did it and I 

would do it again. You young things don't 

realize. You'll live in a better world because we 

worked for it." (209-10) 

Eva's rhetoric sounds strong and forceful, but the intona

tion of her words and meaning have a negative effect as 

Miranda silently observes that she is "chilled by [Cousin 

Eva's] melancholy" (210). More so than in any of the other 

Miranda stories, Porter shows the price women must pay for 

following their hearts and their instincts and for pursuing 

ambitions. For even as Miranda admires Cousin Eva's 

courage, Eva undercuts her bravery as only a result of, and 

not the cause of, her actions: "'Any fool can be brave. We 

were working for something we knew was right, and it turned 

out that we needed a lot of courage for it. That was all. 

[ .. ]'" (210). 

As Eva and Miranda's conversation returns to Gabriel's 

death, Eva confirms the life Miss Honey lived under 

Gabriel's constant judgment: 
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"So now they're going to bury Gabriel near 

Amy," she said [. . ] . "Miss Honey would like 

that, poor dear, if she could know. After 

listening to stories about Amy for twenty-five 

years, she must lie alone in her grave in 

Lexington while Gabriel sneaks off to Texas to 

make his bed with Amy again. It was a kind of 

life-long infidelity, Miranda, and now an eternal 

infidelity on top of that. He ought to be ashamed 

of himself." (210-11) 

As Miranda attempts to defend the Amy legend based on 

the family lore she has grown up with, Eva presents her own 

version and relays a very different story about Amy. 

According to Eva's recollection, Amy was little more than 

"'a devil and a mischief maker'" whose reputation was 

questionable (211). Even though Eva declares that she 

"'loved [Amy] dearly,'" her words sound hollow as she 

recounts how Amy criticized and mocked her personality and 

her physical appearance: 

"She used to say to me, in that gay soft way she 

had, 'Now Eva, don't go talking votes for women 

when the lads ask you to dance. Don't recite 

Latin poems to 'em,' she would say, 'they got sick 

of that in school. Dance and say nothing, Eva,' 

she would say, her eyes perfectly devilish, 'and 
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hold your chin up Eva.' [ . .] 'You'll never 

catch a husband if you don't look out,' she would 

say. Then she would laugh and fly away, and where 

did she fly to?" demanded Cousin Eva, her sharp 

eyes pinning Miranda down to the bitter facts of 

the case. "To scandal and to death, nowhere 

else." ( 211) 

But Miranda points out to Eva that Amy's rhetoric must 

have been in jest. It is not surprising that Miranda would 

make this assumption because it is nearly impossible for her 

to reconcile Eva's remembrance of Amy as a viper with the 

idealized version of Amy as the rebel/saint. When Miranda 

goes so far as to tell Eva that everyone adored Aunt Amy, 

Eva explains that she often had to defend Amy verbally 

against her adversaries: 

"She had enemies. [ . .] She went through life 

like a spoiled darling, doing as she pleased and 

letting other people suffer for it, and pick up 

the pieces after her . I never believed for one 

moment," [. . ] "that Amy was an impure woman. 

Never! But let me tell you, there were plenty who 

did believe it. [ . .] A great many persons were 

not surprised when they heard that Gabriel was 

perfectly miserable all the time, on their 

honeymoon, in New Orleans. Jealousy. And why 
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matter what the appearances were, I had faith 
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Amy's virtue. Wild, I said, indiscreet, I said, 

heartless, I said, but virtuous I feel certain. 

But you could hardly blame anyone for being 

mystified. The way she rose up suddenly from 

death's door to marry Gabriel Breaux, after 

refusing him and treating him like a dog for years 

looked odd, to say the least. To say the very 

least," she added after a moment, "odd is a mild 

word for it. And there was something very 

mysterious about her death, only six weeks after 

marriage." (211-12) 

Eva's speech, from a rhetorical standpoint, shows 

Katherine Anne Porter's skill in manipulating language as 

well as her reliance on memory, use of rhetoric as a way of 

knowing, and awareness of the ambiguity that language and 

oral communication offer. Eva affirms that she felt deep 

affection for Amy, but her words indicate otherwise. In the 

same breath that Eva voices her love for Amy, she contra

dicts her statement by discussing the negative aspects of 

Amy's character and inappropriate behavior. Eva's words 

convey the bitterness and anger that Amy evokes in her. The 

most telling aspect of Eva's speech lies in her insistence 

that she always believed Amy to be virtuous. But again Eva 
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undercuts her affirmation by implying that Amy's marriage 

and death are questionable. Furthermore, the reader must 

determine whet h er Eva arrives at these speculations as she 

is talking to Mi randa or whether she is manipulating 

language to soften the blow of her words and to uphold as 

much of the fami ly honor as she can in relation to the 

facts . The ambiguity of Eva's speech indicates that either 

Eva arrives at new knowledge through her oral rhetoric, 

suddenly realizing that all the facts do not add up, or that 

she uses rhetorical strategies (i.e., pregnant pauses, the 

repetition of I s aid, emphatic one-liners such as "Never!" 

and "Jealousy ") t o express her true feelings toward Amy 

while appearing t o be Amy's ally. The text seems to 

indicate that the latter explanation is the case; for as 

Miranda attempts to clarify Eva's suspicions, Eva appears to 

be one step ahead of Miranda: 

"She d ied of a hemorrhage from the lungs," said 

Miranda. "She had been ill for five years, don't 

you remember?" 

Cousin Eva was ready for that. "Ha, that was 

d d The official account, you 
the s tor y, in ee · 

migh t say. 
Oh, yes, I heard that often enough. 

ev.er hear about that fellow Raymond 
But did you 

some body- or-other [. • J ? II (212) 

f from bringing closure 
Ev a ' s s p eculations about Amy, ar 
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to the myt h, open up more unanswered questions: 

"What I ask myself, what I ask myself over and 

over again," [Eva] whispered, "is what connection 

did this man Raymond from Calcasieu have with 

Amy's sudden marriage to Gabriel, and what did Amy 

do to make away with herself so soon afterward? 

For mark my words, child, Amy wasn't so ill as all 

t hat. She'd been flying around for years after 

the doctors said her lungs were weak. Amy did 

a way with herself to escape some disgrace, some 

exposure that she faced." [ . 

what happened, what happened?" 

.] If she didn't, 

( 214) 

Miranda ' s answer to Eva's tirade, ironically, shows the 

extent to which even Miranda has altered the facts of 

history and become a member of the Amy cult: "'I don't 

know,' said Miranda. 'How should I know? She was very 

b eautiful ,' she said, as if this explained everything. 

' Everybody said she was very beautiful'" (214) . But 

Miranda ' s words do not carry weight; in Part I of "Old 

Mortality " Miranda and Maria failed to see why the family 

thought Amy was beautiful. In fact, "Quite often [the 

girls] wondered why every older person who looked at [Amy's] 

p icture said, 'How lovely'; and why everyone who had known 

h er thought her so beautiful and charming" ( 173) · 

To her credit, Miranda is not fooled by Eva's declara-
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tion of love for Amy: "But why did [Cousin Eva] hate Aunt 

Amy so, when Aunt Amy was dead and she alive? Wasn't being 

alive enough? (215). The link between Amy and Eva may be 

explained by the horse imagery that Porter uses to describe 

Eva. Upon learning of Miranda's elopement, Eva examines 

Miranda's engagement and wedding rings "with her nostrils 

fairly quivering'' (213); and as Eva continues dispelling the 

Amy legend, "her head lifted, she arched like a cavalry 

horse getting a whiff of the battlefield" (216). Earlier, 

in Part II of "Old Mortality," Amy was associated with 

Gabriel's winning horse, Miss Lucy, who, like Amy, had a 

lung hemorrhage from being put in the race when she was 

physically unwell. However, there is a more important 

connection between Eva and Amy, although the manifestation 

and results of the connection are much different. As Eva 

describes to Miranda the past social events all young women 

of her era attended, the concept of woman as object becomes 

clear and reinforces the underlying bond that Amy and Eva 

share as women of their time period: 

" [. . ] . Those parties and dances were their 

market, a girl couldn't afford to miss out, there 

were always rivals waiting to cut the ground from 

under her. [ . .] "[Y]ou can't imagine what the 

rivalry was like. The way those girls treated 

each other--nothing was too mean, nothing too 
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fake--" 

Cousin Eva wrung her hands. "It was just sex," 

she said in despair; "their minds dwelt on 

nothingelse. They didn't call it that, it was all 

smothered under pretty names, but that's all it 

was, sex." ( 216) 

Eva's rhetoric depicts the belle's life as a war played 

out on a battlefield among other competitive girls' fighting 

for the ultimate trophy of war: a husband. Critic Janis 

Stout likens the belle's life to a race similar to the one 

run by Miss Lucy in Part II of the story (Sense 170). 

Furthermore, Eva's words emphasize that Amy's story is 

nothing more than "a fantasy of romantic love, which defines 

a woman's power as the ability to attract a man and which 

makes a man the agent of a woman's destiny, the sole cause 

of her happiness or unhappiness" (S. Jones 33). Sex serves 

as the motivation for both Amy and Eva, even though each 

expresses her sexuality very differently. Amy flaunted her 

sexuality on more than one occasion, the two most notable 

being her costume for the Mardi Gras ball she attended with 

Gabriel when she wore the shepherdess costume with a "very 

low-laced bodice" and "short basket skirts" ("Old Mortality" 

Collected Stories 185) and the "'beautiful black-and-rose 

colored velvet gown for the Proteus Ball'" that Amy's 

mother-in-law felt was "'a little dashing'" (192). Eva's 
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physical deficiency, and is expressed through her stand 

against men's oppression of women: 
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"I took to the soap box and the platform when I 

was called upon," [Eva] said proudly, "and I went 

to jail when it was necessary, and my condition 

didn't make any difference. I was booed and 

jeered and shoved around just as if I had been ln 

perfect health. But it was part of our philosophy 

not to let our physical handicaps make any 

difference to our work. You know what I mean," 

she said, as if until now it was all mystery. 

"Well, Amy carried herself with more spirit than 

the others, and she didn't seem to be making any 

sort of fight, but she was simply sex-ridden, like 

the rest. [ . • J " ( 216) 

As the passage indicates, Eva and Amy are Janus-faced 

twins in many ways. Eva's reference to her physical 

handicap undoubtedly alludes to her monthly menstrual cycle, 

an occurrence which she refused to let stand in the way of 

her work. Amy, in much the same way, refused to let her 

monthly menses interfere with her "work" as well; as Eva 

points out, Amy "' [. .] brought [tuberculosis] on herself 

by drinking lemon and salt to stop her periods when she 

wanted to go to dances. [ . .] '" (215). But the Janus-



274 

faced imagery describes Eva's role in "Old Mortality" as 

well. In this instance, "Eva is at once destroyer and 

victim: the myth has shaped her and she cannot fully turn 

away from it, even as she works to bring it down" (Sullivan 

"Southern Fiction" 21). In fact, Eva's words reveal her own 

consuming obsession with Amy and the past, according to 

Robert Brinkmeyer, Jr. (Primitivism 171). Try as she might 

[. . ] to assert her independence and to free 

herself from the past, Eva is chained to her 

childhood by her Freudian vision. Her outburst 

about Amy reveals as much about the psychic damage 

inflicted upon her by the family as it does about 

the damage she inflicts upon herself as an adult 

utterly fixated upon the past. Whatever the truth 

of Eva's characterization of Amy and Amy's 

friends, her description of them, in an irony she 

herself does not see, is actually a portrait of 

herself--a festering, sex-obsessed woman. (171) 

Miranda's reaction to Eva's words presents itself in a 

surreal montage of death and corruption as she mentally 

envisions the women of the past in a symbolic sequence of 

lmages: 

Miranda found herself deliberately watching a 

long procession of living corpses, festering women 

stepping gaily toward the charnel house, their 
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corruption concealed under laces and flowers 
' 

their dead faces lifted smiling, and thought quite 

coldly, "Of course it was not like that. This lS 

no more true than what I was told before, it's 

every bit as romantic," and she realized that she 

was tired of her intense Cousin Eva, [. • J she 

wished it were tomorrow and she could see her 

father and her sister, who were so alive and solid 

[ . 

17) 

• J • ("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 216-

Miranda's struggle to break free of the family's past, 

ironically, involves her longing to be with her family in 

the present as she anticipates interacting with her father 

and sister. The image of the past Miranda sees in her 

mind's eye translates into the future: the living corpses of 

women belong to the future as well as to the past; they 

represent the path all women symbolically must take to 

become free of male domination and oppression. Furthermore, 

Miranda's attitude that Eva's version of the Amy legend is 

untrue and as romantic as the traditional version shows that 

Miranda has yet to decipher the difference between 

appearance and reality. Ironically, "Eva (whose name means 

'she who brings knowledge')" (Keppel 21), confuses Miranda 

with her account of the past. Critic Richard Gray explains 

the significance of Miranda's reaction to Eva's version of 
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the Amy story: 

"Every bit as romantic": that is Miranda's verdict 

on the supposedly unadulterated version of events 

offered to her by her cousin. What she means by 

this, I think (and what Porter means as well), is 

that to emphasize raw experience at the expense of 

all that the human consciousness can do to give it 

shape and significance is really to oversimplify. 

The cynic, after all, is no more than a betrayed 

idealist who simply repeats the idealistic error 

by reversing it; apotheosizing events and denying 

the possibility of a legendary dimension, his 

version of life must be as limited as that of the 

man who celebrates the myth and ignores the facts. 

A common allegiance to romantic half-truths, 

Miranda suspects--the same blindness to the fact 

that there are two sides to the historical 

equation--draws skeptic and sentimentalist 

together despite their apparent differences, a 

suspicion that is confirmed, with beautiful irony, 

right at the end of the story when the long 

journey home is over. ( 194-95) 

But Eva's rendition of the Amy legend, when examined 

closely, does not in the least seem romantic; on the 

contrary, it brings to light the underside of Southern life 
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for women caught in this patriarchal, post Civil War milieu; 

as such, "Eva's story is companion rather than corrective to 

the family legend" (Titus "Agrarian Myth" 202). Eva does 

not romantically glamorize Amy's death, nor does she pay 

homage to the charmed life of the Southern belle, as the 

following excerpt shows: 

"And her illness wasn't romantic either," said 

Cousin Eva, "though to hear them tell it she faded 

like a lily. Well, she coughed blood, if that's 

romantic. If they had made her take proper care of 

herself, if she had been nursed sensibly, she 

might have been alive today. [ . .] But it was 

tuberculosis, and is disease beautiful? [ . • J II 

(215) 

Eva's speech, far from romanticizing the past, emphasizes 

the harsh realities of Amy's illness. 

The realistic telling of the Amy story proves to be 

unsettling for Miranda: 

Miranda wanted to say, "Stop. Let her rest. What 

harm did she ever do you?" but she was timid and 

unnerved, and deep in her was a horrid fascination 

with the terror and the darkness Cousin Eva had 

conjured up. What was the end of this story? 

( 214) . 

But Miranda answers her own question even as Eva asks her, 



"'what happened?'": "'I don't know,' said Miranda. 'How 

should I know? [. .] '" (214). Miranda fails to realize 

that Eva is encouraging her to assess critically the 

information about Amy and arrive at a logical conclusion, 
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or 

at least derive another theory. Miranda, at this point, 

knows there are discrepancies that exist concerning the 

truth; she has yet to figure out that there is not one 

ultimate, absolute truth, but many perspectives of the 

truth, all of which hold merit. At the end of "Old 

Mortality," Miranda's epiphany will lead her closer to a 

broader understanding of what constitutes truth and knowing. 

Even as Miranda desires to end her conversation with 

her cousin, Eva presents the gist of her oratory through her 

closing comments on the family: 

"All my life the whole family bedeviled me about 

my chin. My entire girlhood was spoiled by it. 

Can you imagine," she asked, with a ferocity that 

seemed much too deep for this one cause, "people 

who call themselves civilized spoiling life for a 

young girl because she had one unlucky feature? 

of course, you understand perfectly it was all in 

the very best humor, everybody was very amusing 

about it, no harm meant--oh, no, no harm at all. 

That is the hellish thing about it. It is that I 

can't forgive," she cried out, and she twisted her 
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hands together as if they were rags. "Ah, the 

family," she said, releasing her breath and 

sitting back quietly, "the whole hideous 

institution should be wiped from the face of the 

earth. 

[ . . J 

It is the root of all human wrongs" 

( 217) 

Eva's bitterness towards the family stems from the dynamics 

of the Rhea family as well as the cruelty her relatives have 

inflicted. Eva's speech rebukes the sentimental view of 

family to show the fault line on which it rests. Eva's 

words expose a family that is harsh and unyielding, yet 

ultimately genteel. After all, Eva says, her relatives were 

merely teasing her in good spirit, meaning her no harm. But 

the sugar-coated etiquette which hides the family members' 

strong views and opinions represents the hypocrisy and 

passive-aggressive behavior of this patriarchal society. 

Janis Stout provides valuable insight regarding this final 

section of "Old Mortality" and points to three significant 

realizations Miranda comes to, "none of which she states" 

("Guarded Speech" 269): 

First, she realizes that Cousin Eva hates Amy, 

dead through Amy is. Miranda is not yet 

sufficiently free of the myth of beautiful 

womanhood to understand why, but she knows it is 

true. Second, she realizes that Cousin Eva's 
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personal unpleasantness, or deformity, is somehow 

tied up with her very real strength of character 

and foresees a like duality in herself. And last, 

she realizes that Cousin Eva, who denounces the 

tyranny of the family, is not only a pitiable 

person but a kindred spirit, a sister. ( 2 6 9) 

Although Miranda does indeed identify with Eva as 

someone who, like herself, has not been admitted into the 

extended family's inner sanctum, she fails to agree with 

Eva's harsh view of eradicating the family, at least for the 

moment. Eva's emphatic statements that "'the whole hideous 

institution should be wiped from the face of the earth. It 

is the root of all human wrongs'" ("Old Mortality" Collected 

Stories 217), are lost on Miranda for the time being as her 

excitement builds at the prospect of seeing her father the 

next day. However, Miranda is guilty of romanticizing both 

her meeting with her father and the reception she will 

receive once she arrives home: 

[Miranda] was still trying to close her suitcase 

when the train pulled into the small station, and 

there on the platform she saw her father [. . J 

she [. .] ran out and threw herself upon him. 

He said, "Well, here's my big girl," as if she 

were seven, but his hands on her arms held her 

off, the tone was forced. There was no welcome 
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for her, and there had not been since she had run 

away. She could not persuade herself to remember 

how it would be; between one home-coming and the 

next her mind refused to accept its own knowledge. 

(218) 

The above section reveals the extent to which Miranda 

has romanticized her life (Brinkmeyer Primitivism 173), just 

as she has romanticized Amy's life, thanks to her family's 

sentiments. What remains unclear about Miranda's view of 

her own life is how influential the Amy story has been on 

the choices Miranda has made thus far. But, according to 

Thomas Walsh, "[t]he similarities between Amy and Miranda 

are so deep that both seem to unite to become the composite 

heroine of the story" ("Miranda's Ghost" 60) . In many ways 

Miranda's life reflects Amy's short existence: both have 

felt trapped by their immediate families, both have been 

misunderstood by their relatives, both have rebelled against 

social mores, and both have married suddenly and mysteri-

ously. In fact, Miranda's "elopement from the convent 

school, however, distasteful to her father, has all the 

legendary promise for future generations that Amy's life and 

death had for her generation" (60) · Indeed, Miranda 

"becomes almost a reincarnation of the real Amy, as if Amy's 

restless 'ghost in a frame' were doomed to live her unhappy 

life all over again by taking possession of her niece" (60). 
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Miranda, instead of denying and learning from the past, has 

repeated the actions of the past. 

But the main difference in Amy's story and Miranda's 

story, despite the profound "similarities between Amy and 

Miranda [that] emphasize the barriers to understanding 

between one generation and another" (61), is the attitude of 

family members toward the two women's rebellious behavior. 

"Amy's most audacious rule-breaking is always thwarted, 

ignored, or forgiven because she is required to embody a 

family myth. Neither facts nor her inclinations can disrupt 

that required version of reality [. • J II (Skaggs "The 

Louisianas" 159). Thus, while Amy was forgiven for her 

antics and unconventional actions and welcomed back into the 

family fold, Miranda finds herself on the perimeter of her 

father's affections. "This attitude is, of course, in 

ironic contrast to the family's attitude toward the 

'romantic' elopement of Amy and Gabriel. Only the past, it 

seems, can be romantic" (Kaplan 326). The canon of memory 

and rhetoric as a way of knowing become almost non-existent 

for Miranda as she refuses to acknowledge the truth about 

her father's feelings regarding her elopement. Undoubtedly 

Miranda is relying on the adage that time heals all wounds 

which, in this case, has proven to be untrue, at least for 

the present moment. Interestingly, Miranda does not 

consider herself to be in denial in terms of her inability 
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to remember her father's attitude but instead realizes that 

she lacks the rhetorical skill to convince herself of the 

truth. 

Miranda feels even more alienated from her fa t her as he 

igno res her in favor of Eva: "Miranda, rebuffed again, let 

h e r arms fall away again, with the same painful dull jerk of 

the heart" ("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 218) . Amid 

Mi randa's emotional upheaval, Eva and Harry carry on a 

conversation which shows two different perspectives of Eva 

a nd the way she "fits" into the family realm. When Harry 

firs t gre ets Eva, he says, "'Why, hello, Eva, I'm glad 

some body sent you a telegram'" (218). But Eva quickly 

indi cat e s that no one has informed her of Gabriel's death: 

" 'No o n e in my family, ' said Eva, [. .] 'ever sent me a 

te l egram in my life. I had the news from young Keziah who 

had it f r om young Gabriel. [ . .] '" (218). Not only has 

Eva n o t rece ived the news of Gabriel's death in a timely 

manner , s he has heard about it third hand, an indication of 

her s t atu s in the family order. 

Howe v e r, while Eva feels she is an outsider in her 

makes l
' t clear that he considers her an 

family , Ha rry 
· h 1 Harry's words emphasize his 

integra l part of the R ea c an. 

idea o f Eva's place as he comments on the arrival of other 

fami l y me mbers: 

"Everybody seems to be here," said Father. 
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"The house is getting full." 

"I'll t h go o t e hotel if you like," said Cousin 

Eva. 

"Damnation, no," said Father. "I didn't mean 

that. You'll come with us where you belong." 

( 218) 

Eva misinterprets Harry's words, believing he is insinuating 

that her presence at the house would be burdensome. But 

even though Eva lies on the outskirts of the family (after 

all, no one thought enough of her to send her a telegram 

about Gabriel's death), once she appears on the scene, her 

place in the Rhea family is acknowledged and honored by 

Harry. 

However, Harry's attention to Eva may be the result of 

a larger issue at hand: his main purpose seems to focus on 

snubbing Miranda. This maneuver becomes apparent as Harry, 

Miranda, and Eva begin walking toward the car: "He took 

Miranda by the hand, then dropped it again, and reached for 

Cousin Eva's elbow" (218) . But Eva takes offense to Harry's 

actions: "'I'm perfectly able, thank you,' said Cousin Eva, 

shying away'" (218). Harry's reply indicates his 

relationship with Eva and the level of intimacy they share: 

"'If you're so independent now,' said Father, 'God help us 

when you get that vote'" (218). Harry's words have a 

magical effect on Eva; she smiles because "[s]he liked 
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Harry, she always had liked him, he could tease as much as 

he liked. She slipped her arm through his" (218). 

Harry's reply to Eva deserves inspection due to its 

implications and ambiguity. The statement could indicate 

that Harry is commending Eva's efforts and acknowledging her 

"radical" ideas while still making her feel she belongs to 

the family. Eva believes Harry speaks in jest, which she 

presumably finds amusing and comforting; his words represent 

the gentle teasing that exists in intimacy. But Harry's 

utterance may carry a more sarcastic meaning. The pronoun 

you in his statement is unclear, for it may refer to Eva, or 

it may refer to all women in general. If the latter lS 

true, then Harry is taking yet one more stab at Miranda, 

insinuating that the right to vote will be another act which 

will exclude her from the family. Miranda's elopement has 

already alienated her from her father; more independent 

actions, such as the right to vote, he implies, will 

alienate her even more. 

Regardless of Harry's rhetorical intent, Miranda 

interprets his actions and words in a disheartening manner: 

Miranda walked along beside her father, feeling 

homeless, but not sorry for it. He had not 

forgiven her, she knew that. When would he? She 

could not guess, but she felt it would come of 

't lf without words and without acknowledgement 
l se , 
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on either side, for by the time it arrived neither 

of them would need to remember what had caused 

their division, nor why it had seemed so 

important. (219) 

The canon of memory, Bergsonian time, and the rhetoric of 

silence blend together at this point, thrusting Miranda into 

a wasteland where the concept of home becomes the concept of 

nowhere. Miranda has failed to remember that her father, 

caught in a timeless realm, still resents her sudden mar-

riage which has taken place without his consent. Likewise, 

Miranda envisions a future in which her father's resentment 

dis sipates, a future that essentially looks no different 

from the past. For Harry and Miranda's relationship to 

retu rn to normal, rhetorical silence must combine with 

me mory ln such a way that the details of Miranda's marriage 

are forgotten by her father. Silence in this instance 

exacerbates the dysfunction which exists in the Rhea family. 

In light of these ideas, Miranda makes a decision 

regarding her interaction with her family. Not surpris

ingly , Miranda makes this important decision silently and 

reveals it to no one: 

surely old people cannot hold their grudges 

b the Young want to live, too, she 
forever ecause 

thought, in her arrogance, her pride. 
I will make 

· t kes not yours· I cannot depend upon 
my own mlS a , ' 



you beyond a certain point, why depend at all? 

There was something more beyond, but this was a 

first step to take, and she took it, walking in 

silence [. . ] . (219) 
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Miranda affirms her independence at a different level as she 

vows to rely on no one but herself. But even as Miranda 

knows that "there [is] something more beyond," the something 

more reveals itself as Miranda, through an internal mono

logue, peels away the layers of meaning until she reaches 

one true, uitimate epiphany. 

The first moment of clarity comes when Miranda, who has 

struggled through most of her life to comprehend the naming 

of things and people in relationship to one another, under

stands the significance of Eva and Harry's interaction with 

each other as she walks with them "like an exile, ignored by 

them both and excluded from their conversation as 

effectively as if she spoke a different language" (Gray 

195) : 

[ . . ] she [. .] walk[ed] beside her elders who 

were no longer Cousin Eva and Father, since they 

had forgotten her presence, but had become Eva and 

Harry, who knew each other well, who were comfort

able with each other, being contemporaries on 

equal terms, who occupied by right their place in 

this world, at the time of life to which they had 
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288 

They need 

not play their roles of daughter, of son, to aged 

persons who did not understand them; nor of father 

and elderly female cousin to young persons whom 

they did not understand. They were precisely 

themselves [. 

Stories 219) 

• J • ("Old Mortality" Collected 

Eva and Harry connect as two people who share a past. 

"Common memories bond Eva and Harry together (even if at 

other times they put these memories into different contexts 

and to different uses)" (Brinkmeyer Primitivism 172). They 

are "precisely themselves," as Miranda puts it, because the 

dynamics surrounding their relationship are more open and 

somewhat inconsequential. There are few societal or 

familial expectations which influence Eva and Harry's 

relationship as compared to innumerable responsibilities and 

obligations between, for instance, Eva and her mother, or 

Harry and Miranda. As a result, Eva and Harry are free to 

reminisce about the past, and "they need not weigh their 

words or calculate the effect of their manner" ("Old 

Mortality" Collected Stories 219). It is at this point when 

Miranda turns away pondering her separation from 

her father and Eva, the abyss, to use Joyce's 

word, that she feels opening up between the 

generations. She is deeply conscious of her 
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isolation, but the meaning of it eludes her. She 

gropes for knowledge, for a stand to take, for the 

meaning of the scene that she is living through; 

she seeks a context within which to pursue her 

life, a frame within which to order her 

experiences. (Sullivan "Southern Fiction" 19) 

As Miranda continues to observe her father and her 

Cousin Eva, she discovers yet another important truth about 

herself: 

"It is I who have no place," thought Miranda. 

"Where are my own people and my own time?" She 

resented, slowly and deeply and in profound 

silence, the presence of these aliens who lectured 

and admonished her, who loved her with bitterness 

and denied her the right to look at the world with 

her own eyes, who demanded that she accept their 

version of life and yet could not tell her the 

truth, not in the smallest thing. "I hate them 

both, " her most inner and secret mind said 

plainly, "I will be free of them, I shall not even 

remember them. " ("Old Mortality" Collected 

Stories 219) 

The roles are reversed in only a matter of seconds; Eva, who 

has always been excluded by other family members, feels a 

sense of belonging, while Miranda, who has thus far been 
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included by the Rhea family members, feels a sense of 

alienation. But whereas Eva has stood back, accepting her 

lot among the Rhea clan, Miranda at this moment chooses to 

minimize her relatives in her mind's eye, refusing to 

acknowledge their presence. "It now appears that Eva and 

the father are merely the 'poles,' as it were, of the past, 

the terms of the dialect of the past, and Miranda is left to 

find her own 'truth' without reference to the past" (Warren 

"Uncorrupted Consciousness" 282-83). 

Even though Miranda does not express her decision to 

remove herself from her family, she physically distances 

herself from Eva and Harry; when the three reach the car, 

Miranda 

[. . ] sat in the front seat with Skid, the Negro 

b "Come back with us, Miranda," said Cousin oy. 

Eva, with the sharp little note of elderly com-

mand, "there is plenty of room." 

"No, thank you," said Miranda in a firm cold 

voice. "I'm quite comfortable. Don't disturb 

yourself." ("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 

219-20) 

d Words Sounds like a combination of the The tone of Miran a's 

rhetorical inflections Eva and Harry have been using since 

the train pulled into the station. In a sense Miranda, 

instead of separating from her relatives, has become more 



like them than she realizes. But Miranda's icy comment 

falls on deaf ears: 
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Neither of them noticed her voice or her 

manner. They sat back and went on talking 

steadily in their friendly family voices, talking 

about their dead, their living, their affairs, 

their prospects, their common memories, inter

rupting each other, catching each other up on 

small points of dispute, with a gaiety and 

freshness which Miranda had not known they were 

capable of, going over old memories and finding 

new points of interest ln them. ( 2 2 0) 

Harry and Eva, oblivious to Miranda and anything other than 

their own conversation, establish a rapport with one another 

through the vehicle of memory. Past, present, and future 

become one as the two relatives find new meaning and attain 

new knowledge through their reminiscing discussion. "From 

their communion, their easy identity and sense of place 

arising from a shared, idealized past, Miranda is excluded" 

(Titus "Agrarian Myth" 202). Thus, Katherine Anne Porter 

shows how memory both influences the present moment as well 

as rewrites itself through the medium of rhetorical 

interaction. 

As Miranda sits in the front seat of the car and 

listens to Harry and Eva's stories, she comes to another 
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realization concerning herself and her life h · . c Olces. 

The house, her father had said, was full. [ . . J 

She did not want any more ties with this house, 

she was going to leave it, and she was not going 

back to her husband's family either. She would 

have no more bonds that smothered her in love and 

hatred. She knew now why she had run away to 

marriage, and she knew that she was going to run 

away from marriage, and she was not going to stay 

in any place, with anyone, that threatened to 

forbid her making her own discoveries, that said 

"No" to her. ("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 

220) 

This epiphany supports Edward G. Schwartz's belief that 

Miranda's marriage is merely a last resort in her search for 

stability: "After the ancestral idols are broken, what 

remains? As she flees to marriage, the avenging furies of 

memory pursue her. She carries them within herself in the 

form of the ruinous expectations which were nurtured by the 

old order" ("Memory" 70-71) But matrimony is not a last 

resort; more options exist. Now, as Miranda flees marriage, 

her insight proves to be two-fold. If Miranda realizes that 

her marriage has served only as a means of escape and that 

the escape is worse than the original entrapment, then she 

likewise realizes Amy's motivation for marrying Gabriel as 
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well as Amy's need to escape from the marriage, regardless 

of whether Amy's escape was self-induced or not. As a 

result, "Miranda's desire to know another ending comes from 

her knowledge that the traditional ending for wome n, that 

marriage will produce happiness and fulfillment, will not 

work for her" (S. Jones 36). Miranda has learned a great 

deal from her Aunt Amy and now is ready to break with the 

past and follow her own path. While Miranda will not opt 

for death or suicide to absolve her marriage, she, 

nonetheless, symbolically dies as the new Miranda moves 

forward into a new life. And Miranda has a distinct 

advantage that Amy did not--the controlling episteme of 

Miranda's time period, which still denotes that divorce is a 

scandalous act, at least allows for divorce as an alterna

tive to an unbearable situation. Miranda has an option, 

while Amy had next to none. 

The emphasis Katherine Anne Porter places on artistic 

creation becomes evident as Miranda ponders the meaning of 

life: 

oh, what is life, she asked herself in desperate 

seriousness, in those childish unanswerable words, 

and what shall I do with it? It is something of 

my own, [. .] what shall I make of it? She did 

not know that she as~ed herself this because all 

her earliest training had argued that life was a 



substance, a material to be used, it took shape 

and direction and meaning only as the possessor 

guided and worked it; living was a progress of 

continuous and varied acts of the will directed 
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towards a definite end. She had been assured that 

there were good and evil ends, one must make a 

choice. But what was good, and what was evil? 

("Old Mortality" Collected Stories 220) 

Miranda's thinking is very extreme as she sets up a 

dichotomy between good and evil. Once again, as Miranda 

attempts to break with the past, she finds herself uncon

sciously entangled in the Rheas' small-mindedness. The 

world cannot be easily divided into two categories of good 

and evil; Miranda has yet to broaden her mind to the point 

where she can critically envision the varying degrees that 

exist between the two extremes that her family has taught 

her. 

Not surprisingly, Miranda's next thoughts display her 

extremism as she denies one of the most basic of all human 

needs: 

I hate love, she thought, as if this were the 

answer, I hate loving and being loved, I hate it. 

And her disturbed and seething mind received a 

shock of comfort from this sudden collapse of an 

old painful structure of distorted images and 
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misconceptions. (220-21) 

Miranda's moment of clarity, as she "see[s] through the 

roles women have been forced to play" (Erdim 57), springs 

forth from her silent contemplations and her feelings 

towards love. And her "burden, it would appear, is the 

conviction that, in a world perilously balanced between a 

defunct past and indeterminate future, the reality of love--

necessary though it is--remains ultimately dissatisfying 

and, what is worse, indefinable" (Greene 427-28). 

Realizing the absurdity of her thoughts, Miranda can 

see one version of her own truth: 

"You don't know anything about [love]," said 

Miranda to herself, with extraordinary clearness 

as if she were an elder admonishing some younger 

misguided creature. You have to find out about 

it. II [ . .] There are questions to be asked 

first, she thought, but who will answer them? No 

one, or there will be too many answers, none of 

them right. What is the truth, she asked herself 

[. . ] , even about the smallest, the least 

important of all the things I must find out? and 

where shall I begin to look for it? 

Mortality" Collected Stories 221) 

("Old 

Miranda's thinking has clarity as she realizes that negating 

1 t to negating life at a core level. But love is equiva en 
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Miranda loses her way when her extremism forces her into a 

right or wrong mind set. However, "[a]ll she has to do now, 

really, is weave her way somewhere in between these two 

extremes--creating new syntheses out of them as she goes 

along, new visions of order for every minute she remains 

alive" (Gray 195). But at this point Miranda fails to 

understand that she must answer her own questions herself 

through listening, observing, and thinking critically. 

Throughout most of "The Old Order" and "Old Mortality," 

Miranda has had the keen ability of perceptively gathering 

information through her silent speculations. The reader 

sees little of that ability now as Miranda thinks to herself 

that "there will be too many answers, none of them right." 

Miranda sets out on a more enlightened path when she 

questions the concept of truth and the places she needs to 

search for it. Even though Miranda appears to take an 

either/or, right/wrong stance, 

[. • J Porter does not leave the reader with a 

good-bad duality. Like any good mythologist, she 

recognizes the complexity of myth and the danger 

of discarding old myths before new ones can be 

conceived. The discovery of the negative side of 

family (Southern) myth leaves Miranda wiser but 

alienated from the past of her family and from the 

family itself. Miranda has discovered about Amy 
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what her grandmother and most of the other elders 

have not or at least refused to admit: that Amy 

never was so flawless as premature death had made 

her; and, further, that the past was never as good 

as it seems at a distance. (Gaston 84) 

Edward G. Schwartz, in his work entitled "The Fictions of 

Memory, 11 notes Miranda's dilemma as well as elaborates on 

the significance of distance in the story: 

Child of that old order, Miranda cannot cut the 

past away nor can she render it powerless by 

story-telling. The latter puts one in the magical 

distance, where the colors of the view are 

luminous, the outlines still distinct, the major 

masses harmoniously composed. Yet remove that 

distance, approach more closely, and the scene 

becomes disordered, the colors dull, and objects 

invisible before dominate the composition. (71) 

Even as Miranda seems to be headed in a positive 

direction, she consciously shuts out different versions of 

the family past she has heard throughout her life: 

Her mind closed stubbornly against remembering, 

not the past but the legend of the past, other 

people's memory of the past, at which she had 

spent her life peering in wonder like a child at a 

magic-lantern show. Ah, but there is my own life 
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to come yet, she thought, my own life now and 

beyond. I don,t want any promises, I won,t have 

false hopes, I won't be romantic about myself. I 

can't live in their world any longer, she told 

herself, listening to the voices [of Eva and 

Father] back of her. Let them tell their stories 

to each other. Let them go on explaining how 

things happened. I don't care. At least I can 

know the truth about what happens to me, she 

assured herself silently, making a promise to 

herself, in her hopefulness, her ignorance. 

Mortality" Collected Stories 221) 

("Old 

This closing section of "Old Mortality" is worth noting and 

has been analyzed by numerous critics. For instance, Joan 

Schulz acknowledges the importance of the passage in terms 

of Miranda's break with her family as well as her refusal to 

remember or hear their words: 

An [. .] important aspect of Miranda,s 

defection from the family and her self-conscious 

orphaning rests in her rejecting the role of 

listener (and worshipper) at the shrine of the 

family legends of past glories [. . J . By this 

gesture Miranda repudiates another past, when 

southern women were enjoined to be silent and 

listen--and to be all else that that entailed--



299 

that is acquiescent, submissive, obedient, 

passive, reticent. ( 93) 

In order to know the truth about herself, Miranda must 

embrace the family legend because it serves as a touchstone 
I 

as a point of reference, by which Miranda's life has been 

influenced. Furthermore, Miranda's denial of the legend and 

conscious rejection of "her past-intoxicated family" (93) is 

a denial of her existence and her interaction in the family. 

The Amy legend not only has given Miranda a glimpse of her 

relatives in a different light; in the past it has also 

provided her with quality time with her Grandmother, who 

would pull out Amy's keepsakes once a year. It does not 

matter that Miranda did not understand at the time the 

importance of Amy's things--the connection with her 

Grandmother was made, nonetheless. It takes the adult 

Miranda, looking back to the past, to grasp the depth of 

that yearly event with her Grandmother and to realize its 

importance as a rite of passage. And by betraying the past 

legends, Miranda likewise "betrays the limitations of her 

maturity by totally rejecting the Southern past" (Walsh 

"Miranda's Ghost" 58). 

Rhetoric as a way of knowing plays a crucial role in 

Miranda's declaration regarding the truth about herself. 

This silent affirmation is "a childish expectation," 

according to Peggy Whitman Prenshaw ("Southern Ladies" 84). 



Prenshaw further elaborates on Miranda's idea of truth 
I 

pointing out that 

[Miranda] does not give up the illusion [. 

that she can know the truth about herself 
I 

• J 

nor 
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does she ever quite understand that she will be 

the next generation's mythmaker and the object of 

its puzzlement and confusion. Porter makes sure 

the reader understands, however, her subtle irony 

richly exposing Miranda's brash egoism. At the 

same time, Porter communicates her own admiration 

for both family legends and family facts. (84) 

Robert Brinkmeyer, Jr. likewise notes Miranda's immature 

thought process and her sentimentality regarding her life: 

Naive [. .] is Miranda's thinking that she can 

free herself from her family merely by not 

remembering them. Memory does not work so simply, 

and the members of her family, no matter how much 

she consciously resists them, will always be 

active participants in her inner life. Moreover, 

Miranda naively believes that the narrative she 

wished to construct can be entirely distinct from 

and unaffected by that of her family, that she can 

simply erase from her consciousness all traces of 

meaning and interpretation from others and begin 

with a clean page. (Primitivism 173) 
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Critic Thomas Walsh also comments on Miranda's concept of 

truth as he notes the similarities between Miranda and her 

deceased aunt. According to Walsh, Amy's presence lives 

throughout this last paragraph of "Old Mortality" to the 

point that 

[i]t is as if she had returned to complain anew. 

But more important, her symbolic return stresses 

the fact that Miranda, cut off from the past, lost 

in the present, and, 'in her ignorance,' hoping to 

find her place in the future, has become a ghost" 

("Miranda's Ghost" 61) 

While most critics read the final words of "Old 

Mortality" as Miranda's inability to grasp the true meaning 

of her life experience, some critics point to the ambiguity 

at the story's end, noting that its meaning cannot be easily 

analyzed: 

It is hard for us to know how Miss Porter means 

for us to regard Miranda in this passage. Are we 

to see her as an innocent whose only trouble is 

youth, a child in spite of her marriage, who will 

understand more and become more like her elders as 

the years pass? Or is she a daughter of the 

modern world, already liberated far beyond Eva's 

dream of the ballot, who is declaring her 

separation from the institutions of the past 
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without knowing what the future holds in store for 

her? Or is the ambiguity intended? Are we to be 

kept in doubt because Miranda herself does not 

know? (Sullivan "Southern Fiction" 20) 

One answer to the meaning of Miranda's thoughts lies in The 

Never-Ending Wrong, Porter's recounting of her involvement 

with the Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti case. Porter 

states that "I only know what happened by what has happened 

to us since, by remembering what we were, or what many of us 

believed we were, before" (5). Porter's philosophy regard-

ing the past, memory, and knowing provides valuable insight 

into Miranda's state of mind. Miranda's thoughts are filled 

with hopefulness and ignorance because she seeks to find the 

truth in a vacuum. She refuses to see the significance of 

the past or the future in terms of how it affects both the 

present and the truth. The neatly-packaged idea that 

Miranda holds about what constitutes truth proves that her 

knowledge-seeking journey is far from over. 

However, the lengths to which Miranda is willing to go 

on her arduous quest for knowledge give rise to speculation. 

As the story closes, "[o]ne suspects that Miranda will 

remain little more than a new version of Amy, pestered with 

the same kinds of self-pity and defensive rebellion--the 

qualities which help generate her contentious search for 

11 " 89) But even more importantly, meaning" (Allen "Nouve es · 
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the ending "suggest[s] the possibility that Miranda is 

entrapped in her own family's way of seeing, reacting, and 

avoiding or distorting the truth" (Skaggs "The Louisianas" 

158) . However, Robert Penn Warren offers a different 

analysis of Porter's ending in terms of Miranda's concept of 

truth: 

Miranda will find a truth, as it were but it 
I I 

too, will be a myth, for it will not be translat-

able, or, finally, communicable. But it will be 

the only truth she can win, and for better or 

worse she will have to live by it. She must live 

by her own myth. But she must earn her myth ln 

the process of living. Her myth will be a new 

myth, different from the mutually competing myths 

of her father and Cousin Eva, but stemming from 

the antinomy. Those competing myths will simply 

provide the terms of her own dialect of living. 

( "Irony" 6 4-6 5) 

"Old Mortality" is one of Katherine Anne Porter's most 

extraordinary works. The canon of memory, rhetoric as a way 

of knowing, the theory of discursive formations, and a 

Bergsonian concept of time all play integral roles in the 

story, showing Porter's careful crafting and her attention 

to detail. Porter has provided us with many memorable 

characters in "Old Mortality," but none so memorable as 
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Miranda herself. The reader has watched Miranda grow from a 

young girl to a woman and, through that growth process, has 

tapped into the very heart of Porter's storytelling. The 

story will continue to speak to readers in a universal, yet 

intimate, way: 

Miranda is not merely a Southern child, in 

Southern history, reflected through the sensi

bility of a Southern author--even though she is, 

partly at least, all of these things. She is 

any child, anywhere, seeking to come to terms with 

her past and her present--seeking definition. 

Katherine Anne Porter's Southern history, whether 

legendary or actual, provided the concrete 

experience through which her "historic memory" 

could function. Thus when she wrote the 

concluding sentence of "Old Mortality," she was 

expressing not the dilemma of Miranda alone, but 

the dilemma of all of us who seek understanding 

[ . . ] . (West "Historic" 26-27) 



CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

In "My First Speech," shorthand notes of a talk given 

to the American Women's Club in Paris in 1934, Katherine 

Anne Porter states: 

No legend is ever true, but I believe all of 

them are founded 6n some gem of truth; and even 

these truths appear in different lights to every 

mind they are presented to, and the legend is that 

work of art which goes on in the human mind, 

adding to and arranging, harmonizing and rounding 

out, making larger or smaller than life, and 

holding the entire finished product in a good 

light and asking you to believe it. And it is 

true. No memory is really faithful. It has too 

far to go, too many changing landscapes of the 

human mind and heart, to bear any sort of really 

trustworthy witness, except in part. So the truth 

in art is got by change. (Collected Essays 440) 

The passage exemplifies the elements that Porter felt 

were crucial to her art: her reliance on legend and memory, 

her insistence that meaning is derived from establishing 

order out of chaos, and her emphasis on the importance of 
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time ln relation to memory and knowing fill page after page 

of "The Old 0 d ' d r er' an "Old Mortality." Porter's skill lies 

ln blending together these ideas and rhetorical techniques 

in a seamless fashion, making it impossible for the reader 

to compartmentalize her work. Porter's style reflects the 

way in which memory functions in all its uncertainty and 

unreliability. Nevertheless, Porter makes it clear in "The 

Old Order" stories and in "Old Mortality" that rhetoric as a 

way of knowing relies on the canon of memory to give it 

meaning. 

As time plays upon memory's heartstrings, the distorted 

images gain clarity, the ambiguous subtleties come in to 

focus, and the nebulous forms take shape. Time is essential 

to Porter's short stories, becoming a leading actor and 

character in her work; but even when it takes center stage, 

time is still "within the complete control of Miss Porter, 

with [its] inimical powers made use of, one of the movers of 

h · · f · d t her work" (Welty "Eye" 272) . er wrltlng, a rlen o This 

use of time in a Bergsonian manner where past, present, and 

future become one, influences the canon of memory in such a 

way that the very act of remembering produces the whole of 

the experience as it comes into being; it never performs 

just as memory which exists solely in the past, but includes 

the past and the future as it surfaces in the here and now. 

As Eudora Welty so eloquently muses about Porter's work, 



time and memory open the door for understanding to enter: 

"It occurred to me that what is seeing the story is the 

dispassionate eye of time. Her passionate mind has asked 
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itself, schooled itself, to use Time's eye. 

the genie's name" ("Eye" 272). 

Perhaps Time lS 

Even as time and memory work together simultaneously in 

"The Old Order" and "Old Mortality," the final product 

itself, the artistic endeavor that results in the creation 

of a story, speaks to our own memory in numerous ways. 

Katherine Anne Porter's fiction, when placed against the 

backdrop of chronological time, remains true and solid: 

It seems to have been there always, a part of our 

spiritual landscape to which one may turn now and 

then, as to a tree, rock, or hill, for a moment of 

reorientation. Despite the great richness of 

detail and the subtlety of tonal variation, the 

final effect is one of a classic severity: the 

memory, as it were, of our own old, half-forgotten 

inner experience, suddenly seen in a vital form. 

(Warren "Uncorrupted Consciousness" 280-81) 



NOTES 

1 "' ""' Hankins cites Gerard Genette's work Narrative 

""' Discourse (translated from Discours du recit, 1972; Ithaca: 

Cornell UP, 1980). 

2 Unrue cites Eino Railo's work The Haunted Castle: A 

Study of the Elements of English Romanticism (New York: E. 

P. Dutton, 1927), 263-64. 

3 Lakshmi Chandra also notes the allusions to Adam and 

Eve, Bacchus, and Mother Earth in Katherine Anne Porter: 

Fiction as History (New Delhi: Arnold Publishers, 1992), 62. 

4 Titus acknowledges the special collections staff at 

the University of Maryland, College Park, Maryland, and 

notes that the primary sources cited in her article can be 

found in the files marked "Many Redeemers" and "Legend and 

Memory," as well as in the numerous files labeled "Notes." 
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