General Discussion
Let us begin with a general discussion about the story. Who liked the story? What was their favorite
part? Who didn’t like the story? Why not? Who was Phoenix Jackson? Where was she going? What is
the Natchez Trace?
The Natchez Trace is a trail that is several thousand years old and 450 miles long. From the late 1700s to
the mid-1800s it was used as a main thoroughfare through Mississippi. It starts in Natchez, on the
Mississippi River and winds Northeast through Port Gibson, Jackson, Kosciusko, Tupelo, into NW
Alabama, then through central Tennessee, ending in Nashville. Many travelers used it after floating
down the Mississippi to Natchez to walk home in Tennessee, Ohio, Kentucky, Illinios, etc… But, by the
mid to late 1800s most people who used the Trace were locals who lived in the country and were
getting to town, or vice versa. Today the Trace is still used for that purpose. Old Canton Road in Jackson,
MS, Broadway in Nashville, Jackson St in Houston, MS are sections of Natchez Trace still used today. The
Natchez Trace Parkway is a National Park that was built to commemorate the Natchez Trace. The
National Park Service land stills preserves sections of the old trace that are not used as roads today.
Many of these preserved sections of trail can be walked. In fact, these trails are part of the Natchez
Trace National Scenic Trail, one of only 11 National Scenic Trails in the United States.
Phoenix says “I never did go to school, I was too old at the Surrender.” What do you think this means
and based on this when do you think the story is set?
The doctor calls Phoenix’s situation a “charity case.” Do you think of saving a life as charity? Do you
think the doctor made a good decision? What does this tell you about Natchez in the 1930s?

Technical Discussion
A metaphor is one thing used to describe something else. Metaphors are a powerful way to discuss
personal experiences.
Can anyone give an example of a metaphor? (often pop songs often use metaphor).




“You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog” – Elvis Presley
“You’ll be the prince and I’ll be the princess, It’s a love story” –Taylor Swift
Sport metaphors – blind side, line of scrimmage, travelling, home plate

Do not confuse metaphor with simile. A simile is when one thing is described as being “like” something
else.

Activity
Option 1
Ask the student to call out metaphors from the story and write their answers on the board. Draw a
vertical line with “Narrator” on one side and “Phoenix” on the other. Identify if the metaphor/simile
comes from Welty or Phoenix.
Let’s chart the metaphors and similes in the story based on who uses them, the narrator or Phoenix.
Examples of metaphors:






’Something always take a hold of me on this hill-pleads I should stay.’
’Now comes the trial.’
’the time come around.’
Phoenix sees a bird and exclaims that “God watching me the whole time.”
Have the class find as many as they can. Mark a hash line in the appropriate column for each.

Similes:






Her umbrella made a grave and persistent noise in the still air, that seemed meditative like the
chirping of a solitary little bird.
Her skin had a pattern all its own of numberless branching wrinkles and as though a whole little
tree stood in the middle of her forehead…”
The lids stretched down over her eyes, as if she were doing this in her sleep.
‘Lying on my back like a June-bug waiting to be turned over…’
The shadows hung from the oak trees to the road like curtains.

Option 2
Have the students fill out the activity sheet. Then discuss their answers.
As it turns out, almost all of the similes are used by the narrator and almost all of the metaphors are
used by Phoenix. What can we conclude about this?
Discussion-expanded
Metaphors, however, are not always just a few words. Metaphors can be sentences, paragraphs, or
whole novels. Let’s look at the story again and try to find some more complex metaphors.




The story is set in December. This metaphor refers to the end of Phoenix’s life. Is December
symbolic of anything else? Are the images of Winter/December contrasting in the story? Is there
a contrast between the wintery weather on the Trace and the Christmas time in Natchez?
The path Phoenix is walking on has hills, creeks, swamps, thorns, fences, and other obstacles.
What do these difficulties represent? How does Phoenix deal with them? What is her attitude?
What words does she use to describe them? What are some other obstacles/metaphors along
the path?



Phoenix meets a few characters along the way, such as the hunter, the dog, the bobwhite quail,
and the scarecrow. What do these characters represent? Are these obstacles that you have met
in your life? What metaphor would you have used to describe them? Why did Welty choose the
metaphors that she did?

An allusion is like a metaphor that refers to another story. Allusions are complicated because you have
to be familiar with both stories to grasp the idea. Allusions can be a powerful way to say a lot with only a
few words. The clearest allusion in “A Worn Path” is Phoenix’s name.






The phoenix is a Greek mythological creature. It is a bird with powerful healing abilities. At the
end of its life the phoenix spontaneously bursts into flames. In the ashes that are left it is reborn
as a chick.
Phoenix’s grandson is ill because he drank lye, a common cleaning chemical in the 30s. Lye was
made by poor Mississippians by filtering water through ashes.
It is mentioned a few times that Phoenix makes the trip to Natchez regularly. She gets medicine
and is thereby reborn.
Phoenix’s journey down the path (Natchez Trace) resembles a hero’s journey through
mythology. Can you think of any other heroes in stories that went on a journey? What people
did they meet? How did they overcome their difficulties or defeat their enemies? Do any
similarities(allegories) exist between them and “A Worn Path”? Could Phoenix’s dance with the
scarecrow represent an escape from an enemy? An escape from death?

Don’t forget the story’s title. Metaphors and allusions can almost always be found within a title.
An allegory is a story that is entirely a metaphor. Sometimes, in order to express something that is hard
to describe it is best to tell a story that illustrates the intent. For example, Aesop’s Fables make
complicated lessons easy for children to understand. The story of Brer Rabbit is an allegory for the way
people trick each other to get what they want. It serves to illuminate the human condition. People
connect with allegories emotionally because they help us to understand ourselves. What are some
allegories in popular culture?



Most movies
Challenge students to name their favorite fictional story and discover the allegory. The more
abstract the fiction then the more defined the allegory (eg: Finding Nemo is an allegory for
parents’ devotion to their child)

“The Worn Path” can be seen as an allegory for the difficulties all people face through the course of life.
Relative to her condition, the trials Phoenix faces on the Natchez Trace are metaphors for life-altering
troubles all people encounter. The seemingly simple goal of getting medicine for her grandson is a
metaphor for the responsibility we all have to protect and nurture the things we value.
But this is not an end-all description. Encourage students to parallel their own trials and tribulations with
those of Phoenix.

