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Praise forSimply Faulkner

ÒAs Philip W einstein suggests, ther e is no bet ter w ay to beg in than

by plung ing in to the w ork of William Fa ulkner . But i tÕs immensel y

useful to ha ve at one Õs elbow a kno wledgeable guide, and ther e is

none bet ter than W einstein. H e himself is a brillian t wri ter Ñclear,

concr ete, smar t, suggestiv eÑand this shor t book r epresents an ide al

intr oduc tion to the major w ork of Americ aÕs most impor tant modern

author . I would str ongly recommend this book to an yone in ter ested

in Faulkner .Ó

ÑJay Parini, au thor o f One Matchless Time: A Lif e of William

Faulkner and Empir e of Self: A Lif e of Gore Vidal

ÒPhilip W einstein Õs newest book on William Fa ulkner o ffers a rich,

compact discussion o f FaulknerÕs life and work tha t will engage both

new r eaders and those who ar e familiar wi th the wri ting o f the most

impor tant no velist o f 20th c entur y Americ a. Clarity and pene tr ating

insig ht ar e combine d in Simply Faulkner to mo ve thr ough FaulknerÕs

comple xity in or der to disc ern the spe cif ici ties and magni tude o f his

achievement. This is a book f or every reader of FaulknerÕs fiction.Ó

ÑPatrick OÕDonnell, Professor of Tw entieth and Tw enty -Fir st

Centur y Bri tish and A merican Li ter atur e, M ichig an State

Uni versity

ÒPhilip W einstein Õs concise Faulkner biogr aphy is a wonder o f

compr ession and in terpr etation o f the Mississippi wri terÕs creativ e

lif e. It demonstr ates the frui ts of the a uthorÕs career-long de votion

to insig htful r eadings of FaulknerÕs works. Weinstein Õs well-deser ved

reputa tion as a scholar , cri tic, and e xcellent wri ter is manif est on

every page.Ó

ÑThomas M cHaney, Kenneth M. E ngland Pr ofessor of Southern

Li ter atur e Emeri tus, Georgia State Uni versity
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ÒA brillian t selection o f r evealing vigne t tes fr om FaulknerÕs life and

work, opening long vie ws in to both his achie vements and his

limi tations, the wri ting o f both his o wn and his cultur eÕs

Ôhemorrhaging.ÕÓ

ÑRichar d M or eland, Louisiana S tate Uni versity , author

of Faulkner and M odernism

ÒOne of the most insig htful William Fa ulkner scholars, P hilip

Weinstein shar es with r eaders, in plain language, his de ep exper tise

in the modernist wri terÕs life and work. Weinstein Õs insights in to

FaulknerÕs background, his a t ti tude to ward the Ôcauldr on of r ace and

class tension Õ in the South, his love and social lif e, as well as his

personal strugg les, helps ease the way, for r eaders new and old,

toward a clearer understanding o f Faulkner .Ó

ÑJacques Pothier , Professor of North A merican Li ter atur e,

Uni versitŽ de Versailles Sain t -Quen tin -en -Yvelines

ÒBoiling down the tumultuous lif e, prolif ic career, intense vision, and

dazzling aesthe tic o f one o f the t wentie th c entur yÕs most audacious

li ter ary f igur es to a hundr ed pages is a seeming ly impossible task.

But Philip W einstein has done i t. Here is one of William Fa ulknerÕs

finest cri tics at his luminous, pr ovocativ e best. Wi th i ts deep

insig hts and crisp pr ose, Simply Faulkner is anything but. Ó

ÑJay Watson, Howr y Pr ofessor of Faulkner S tudies and

Professor of English a t the Uni versity o f M ississippi
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OtherGreat Lives

Simply Austen by Joan Klingel Ray

Simply Beckett by Katherine W eiss

Simply Beethoven by Leon Plantinga

Simply Chaplin by David Sterri t t

Simply Chekhov by Carol Apollonio

Simply Chomsky by Raphael Salkie

Simply Chopin by William S mialek

Simply Darwin by Michael Ruse

Simply Descartes by Kur t Smi th

Simply Dick ens by Paul Schlick e

Simply Edison by Paul I srael

Simply Einstein by Jimena Canales

Simply Eliot by Joseph Maddr ey

Simply Euler by Rober t E. Bradley

Simply Faulkner by Philip W einstein

Simply Fitzger ald by Kim M oreland

Simply Fr eud by Stephen Fr osh

Simply Gšdel by Richard Tieszen

Simply H egelby Rober t Wicks

Simply H itchcock by David Sterri t t

Simply Joyceby Mar got N orris

Simply M achiavelli by Rober t Fredona

Simply N apoleon by J. David Mar kham & Ma t thew Zarzeczny

Simply Pr oust by Jack L. Jordan

Simply Riemann by Jeremy Gray

Simply Tolstoy by Donna Tussing Or win

Simply Str avinsky by Pieter v an den Toorn

Simply Turing by Michael Olinick

Simply Wagner by Thomas S. Grey

Simply W ittgenstein by James C. Klagge
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Series Editor's Foreword

Simpl y Char lyÕs ÒGreat Liv esÓ series offers brief but a uthori tativ e

intr oduc tions to the w or ldÕs most inf luential pe opleÑscien tists,

artists, wri ters, economists, and other historic al f igur es whose

contributions ha ve had a meaning ful and enduring impac t on our

society.

Each book pr ovides an illumina ting look a t the w orks, ideas,

personal liv es, and the legacies these individuals lef t behind, also

shedding lig ht on the thoug ht pr ocesses, specif ic events, and

experienc es that le d these r emarkable people to their

groundbr eaking disc overies or other achie vements. Addi tionall y,

every volume e xplor es various challenges the y had to fac e and

overcome to mak e histor y in their r espectiv e fields, as well as the

li t tle-kno wn char acter tr aits, quir ks, str engths, and fr ailties, m yths

and contr oversies tha t sometimes surr ounde d these personali ties.

Our authors ar e prominen t scholars and other top e xper ts who

have dedicated their c areers to e xploring e ach facet o f their

subjectsÕ work and personal liv es.

Unlik e many other w orks that ar e merely descriptions o f the

major milestones in a person Õs life, the ÒGreat Liv esÓ series goes

above and beyond the standar d forma t and c onten t. I t brings

substanc e, depth, and clari ty to the some times-c omple x lives and

works of histor yÕs most po werful and inf luential pe ople.

We hope tha t by exploring this series, r eaders will not onl y gain

new kno wledge and understanding o f wha t dr ove these geniuses,

but also f ind inspir ation f or their o wn liv es. IsnÕt this what a gr eat

book is suppose d to do ?

Charles Carlini, Simpl y Charly

New York City
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Preface

L etÕs begin by acknowledging tha t Simply Faulkner does not

impl y a simple Faulkner . The word Òsimpl yÓ runs the gamut of

meaningsÑfr om Òmer elyÓ or Òonly,Ó to ÒreallyÓ or Òcomple tel y.Ó This

book aspir es to the la t ter sense o f Òsimpl yÓ by at tempting to sho w in

plain w ords why the w orks of this N obel Priz e-winning Americ an

novelist ma t ter .

Why must Simply Faulkner refuse the appe al of a simple Faulkner?

Even those who pr ess this question ma y suspect tha t a Òsimple

FaulknerÓ is a contr adiction in terms. I t is not just tha t his lif e was

messyÑcomplic ated by recurr ent pr etensions as to who he w as and

what he didÑbut also be cause it w as marked by lif elong soli tariness,

mari tal pr oblems, famil y disasters, and abiding alc oholism. B ut the

mor e impor tant poin t is tha t FaulknerÕs work is fundamen tall y

unsimple. I f ound this out when I f irst a t tempte d to r ead one of

FaulknerÕs works while a senior a t a decent Southern hig h school. I

trie d four times to ge t thr ough Absalom, Absalom!. But I faile d each

time to ge t past the f irst chapter , andÑhumilia ted and f ille d wi th

rageÑI thr ew the book on the f loor . I did not tr y to r ead him again

until thr ee years later . FaulknerÕs great w ork is convolute d, and i ts

narr ativ e procedur es are unfamiliar . If you are a general reader

at tempting to mak e your w ay thr ough one o f his masterpie ces, you

are likely to think tha t you don Õt know ho w to r ead this book. Y ou

cannot ge t i ts sentenc es to w ork for y ou and c annot gr asp the

logic of i ts sequences. You may well think tha t your inabili ty to

compr ehend FaulknerÕs wri ting is his fa ult. Af ter all, ho w dar e he

make you feel tha t you no longer kno w ho w to r ead a novel? But tha t

is pr ecisely the na tur e of FaulknerÕs best work: he refuses to her d

his pr ose thr ough the familiar hoops o f syntax and sequenceÑof

grammatic ally well-br ed sentenc esÑthat w e recogniz e as the

building blocks o f novels. Instead, he wri tes as thoug h most no vels

are to him a w aste of time. M oreover, the tr ouble he seems to f ind
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wi th these w orks is foundational; i t lodges in the na tur e of words

themsel ves and in the no velistic c onventions tha t wri ters dr aw on

for string ing w ords together ÑÒjust a shape to fill a lack,Ó as one

of his memor able char acters, Addie B undr en, thinks o f words in

As I Lay Dying . To her , words are a failed substi tute f or non verbal

experienc e: ÒThat w as when I le arned tha t w ords are no good; tha t

words donÕt ever f it even what the y are tr ying to sa y at . . . tha t

fear was invented by someone tha t had ne ver had the f ear; pride,

who ne ver had the pride. Ó Words, Addie concludes, Ògo str aight up

in a thin line Ó while Òdoing goes along the e arth, cling ing to i t,Ó

speechlessly.

Before dismissing this c onviction as nonsense, tr y to r emember

a momen t when y ou had some thing ur gent to sa y, and you became

aware that language w as failing y ouÑper haps when y ou strugg led

to tell some one wha t you actuall y felt and thoug ht when y ou lost

your job, when y our f irst child w as born, when y ou fell in lo ve, or

when y our fa ther die d. At such in tense momen ts we are nearest

to r ecognizing tha t the w ords are . . . just words. The realm the y

oper ate in is language; i t is not lif e. The experienc e you were tr ying

to expr ess was something en tir ely dif ferentÑoverpo wering y et

wordless. The words feebly poin t to wha t the y cannot say.

If you belie ved tha t w ords mainl y betr ay the e xperienc e they

pretend to c onvey, you would ei ther not wri te no vels at all or a t le ast

not wri te conventional ones. I f you perse vered in wri ting an yway,

you would f ind y ourself in an endless strugg le wi th w ords

themsel ves, tr ying to k eep them fr om going Òstr aight up in a thin

line,Ó as Addie put it. I nstead, you would labor to trick them in to

saying lif e as it actuall y happens: as doings tha t oc cur spe echlessly,

Òalong the e arth.Ó This is the centr al reason for FaulknerÕs dif f icult y.

Novels that too e asily turn the messiness o f lif e into the or der liness

of words areÑfor himÑlik e Clif fsNotes substi tuting f or the ac tual

comple xity of the r eal thing: o versimplif ied, too ne at and r egulated,

their or der liness superf iciall y pleasing but ultima tel y weightless.

The verbal r epor t the y give on non verbal r eality is inauthen tic.

To this in trinsic r eason for FaulknerÕs dif f icult yÑlodged in his
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quarr el wi th the me dium i tself Ñwe may add others. All o f these

are external to the tr eachery lur king in language as such. Le tÕs

look at Faulkner in the c ontext o f his times. Born in Mississippi in

1897, he came of age in the se cond de cade of the 20th c entur y.

Like so many wri ters o f tha t er a, he was deeply mar ked by the

Great War of 1914-1918. Faulkner ne ver f ought in W WI (thoug h he

stoutl y pr etende d other wise), yet i ts shadow haunted his lif e and

penetr ated his dr eams. ÒThe Jerries ar e after me!Ó his terrif ied

mistr ess, Meta Carpen ter , remember ed a nightmar e-ridden

Faulkner scr eaming in his sle ep early one morning. This w as some

20 years after the w ar had ende d. He who had seen no action o ver

France was somehow a war vic tim ne vertheless.

It w as, moreover, a war tha t did not mak e sense. Heads of state

were never able to e xplain persuasiv ely wh y it had to be f ought.

Wor ld War I seemed mor e like an absurd affair o f poli tic al jockeying

than a c atacl ysm driv en by any countr yÕs existen tial in ter est. Nor did

it pr oceed as earlier w ars had. Ther e were no decisive bat tles; a hill

or valley taken by the Allies fr om the Germans ( at gr eat human c ost)

would be r e-oc cupie d by the Germans ( again, at gr eat human c ost)

soon after . The waiting w as almost as bad as the f ighting. Co ff in-lik e

tr enches were repeatedly soaked wi th r ain, f ilth, and blood. (ÒI think

we are in r atsÕ alley/ W here the de ad men lost their bones, Ó so had

poet T. S. Eliot alluded to tr ench r ealities in The Waste Land [1922]).

Worse, the de ath-de aling appar atus unle ashed in tha t w arÑthe

newly invented machine guns and the insidious mustar d

gasÑoutf lanked each arm yÕs resources. And ther e were mental and

emotional sc ars as well; men who c ame home fr om the fr ont o ften

suffered fr om shell shock Ñas the reaction to the tr auma of bat tle

became known. This pr eviousl y unkno wn c ondi tion demonstr ated

that the brutali ty of such a w ar could r egister as an unbe arable

assault on the human mind and senses. Man y of the w ounde d

soldiers w ere incapable of dealing wi th such tr auma, often r esulting

in a psycholog ical meltdo wn.

It is, ther efore, no acciden t tha t the wri ters o f the 1920s and

1930sÑFaulkner and Eliot, but also Ez ra Pound, James Joyce,

Preface | xv



Gertrude S tein, John Dos Passos, and Ernest Heming way, to list

just a f ewÑsaw Wor ld War I as a bankrupting o f the 19th-c entur y

values by which the yÑand othersÑhad made sense o f lif e. For them,

it w as no longer possible to wri te li ter atur e under the banner o f

ÒCivili tyÓ and ÒSignif icance.Ó In 1923, Eliot publishe d a widel y-r ead

review of JoyceÕs Ulysses(1922). He saw the book as ackno wledging

the br eakdown o f 19th-c entur y norms f or r epor ting on lif eÑand,

ther efore, also rejecting the social assumptions go verning no vel-

wri ting i tself. Af ter 1918, Eliot believed, those assumptions had lost

their be aring. I n his vie w, Joyce had had to turn to H omeric m yth

as a way Òof contr olling, o f or dering, o f giving a shape and a

signif icance to the immense panor ama of futili ty and anar chy which

is contempor ary histor y.Ó Many years later , one of FaulknerÕs own

novels, A Fable [1954], would c enter on a faile d at tempt to end W or ld

War I early. By mutual c onsent, Allies and Germans w ould just r efuse

to c ontinue f ighting. Their ef for t w as doomed; cour t-mar tial and

execution w ere the ine vitable outc omes. But A Fable lets us see

that, f or Faulkner no less than f or his c ontempor aries, the w ar was

unf orget table not le ast because it r emained un justif iable.
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1. Introduction

A s I have argued, WWI w as a major event af fecting an en tir e

generation o f modernist wri ters whose c areers were

launche d or alr eady f lourishing in the 1920s. Lik e Faulkner , they

refused to wri te according to familiar 19th-c entur y conventions o f

plot and char acter de velopmen t. Althoug h he did not f ight in i t, the

Great War would ha unt Faulkner f or decades.

But ther e was also another w ar tha t inf luenc ed Faulkner as much

as WWI, albeit indir ectl y. The Civil W ar had ende d 32 years before

his bir th, but his na tiv e South still suf fered widespr ead

devastationÑph ysically, poli tic ally, and sociall y. Its values and

aspirations had not sur vived the r avage and humilia tion wr ought

by Ulysses S. Grant and William T . Sherman. Those values and

aspirations did not simpl y disappear, however. Rather , they linger ed

as reminders o f how things use d to beÑor be t ter , how (decades

later ) it seemed that the y used to be. Gr owing up in O xford, MS,

young Faulkner absorbe d stories and m yths about the fallen g lor y of

the Conf ederacy and nostalg ia for the Old South.

Even decades after the w ar ended and the N ew South emer ged

wi th i ts commi tmen t to c ommer ce and industr y, prof it and

progress, his region r emained awash in sentimen tal w ar narr ativ es

of the Lost Ca use. Early on, Faulkner gr asped the hollo wness of

these narr ativ es, even as he found the N ew South vulgar and

repellant. This c onf lic ted situation lef t him st ymied: a useless past

satur ated in nostalg ic f ictions and an e qually useless futur e

dedicated to soulless ma terialism. Althoug h the y oung Faulkner w as

determine d to be come a wri ter , his bir thplac e bequeathed him less

a coher ent stor y to tell than a cluster o f shard-lik e, contr adictor y

realities. W hen he f inall y worked this outÑaf ter several false

star tsÑthe r esults w ere not simple.

What added to the c omple xity of the si tuation w as that people,

he realized, did not mo ve thr ough time a t the same pac e. They did
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not ha ve the same memories and assumptions and w ere not he aded

toward the same goals. I f you were a child in such a famil y, you

were immerse d in past histories whose r epercussions you had no

way of understanding. Y ou did not e ven kno w about these c oncealed

histories un til la ter Ñtoo la te to tak e them in to account. And if y ou

were a whi te child in the Americ an South at the turn o f the 20th

centur y, you were (will y-nill y) part o f a racial dr ama that shaped

your iden ti ty before you ever thoug ht about r ace. You would ha ve

ÒknownÓ black people long bef ore you encounter ed them. On this

model, r eal lif e situations w ere like icebergs. Most o f wha t actuall y

mat ter edÑwhat could wr eck you if appr oached wi thout suf f icien t

careÑwas at f irst ( and often f or a long time ) out o f sight.

Social arr angements of this N ew South bristle d wi th long-

simmering hostili ties. But y our childhood innoc ence, however

immerse d in these arr angements, was incapable of taking their

measure. Most star kly, you were born in the midst o f in terr acial

dramas that r anged fr om in timac y to mur derous violenc e. Faulkner

absorbed this unstable mix Ñhe was an integr al par t o f i t, yet did not

see himself as such. H e belonged to a famil y whose anc estors had

years earlier done memor able and vicious things. The y unle ashed a

chain o f events tha t spanne d and impac ted several generations: the

grandfathers emotionall y wounde d their sons who, in turn, inf lic ted

the same pain on their o wn sons. Young Faulkner , mor eover, had

been nur tur ed and embr aced by a Negro substi tute-mother ,

Mamm y Callie Barr . His cultur e would te ach him, r elentlessly, to

recogniz e her as black and dif ferent. Yet, he also kne w (in bod y

and mind) tha t she w as warm and the same. The fabric o f his dail y

lif e was soaked in the sc andal of ancien t w ounds and abiding

contr adictions. I t w as fille d wi th ackno wledgments tha t enable d and

wi th diso wnings tha t cripple d. Above all, it w as premised on r acial

convictions and pr actic es that turne d a people no dif ferent fr om

him in to a people ut ter ly dif ferent fr om him.

Faulkner w ould r each his 30s and wri te his f irst t wo novels before

he star ted to see this cle arlyÑclearly enoug h to r ecogniz e that these
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social struc tur es and arr angements pr ovided usable material f or his

f iction.

He realized ther e was a cauldr on of r ace and class tensions

percolating bene ath the surfac e of conventions me ant to pacif y

them. Pushing fur ther , approaching the ic eberg of Southern

realities mor e closely, he would disc over even deeper f issures. His

f irst masterpie ce, The Sound and the Fury (1929), reveals the

Southern famil y engaged in i ts own minia tur e version o f Civil W ar.

Althoug h Faulkner began his c areer as a poet, wi th this no vel he

ceased to def ine himself as poe t. He had found tha t the pr ose

domain o f normal lif e could g ive him all he w ould e ver need. If

penetr ated deeply enoug h, it containe d the l yricism, he artbr eak,

and scandal tha t he had e arlier soug ht to e xpr ess thr ough poetr y

alone. This is ho w he w ould cr eate his Yoknapatawpha Coun ty (his

Òlit tle postage stamp o f nativ e soil,Ó as he would c all i t la ter in

The Paris Review). There, he would f ind tha t the ac tual and the

apocr yphalÑthe pr osaic/normal and the poe tic /

extr aordinar yÑwere one and the same.

The tick -tock o f clock -time is pr ogressive and ongoing, but if y ou

look har der, you come to a mor e disturbing model o f tempor ality.

Faulkner sa w tha t liv es, which w ere apparentl y moving f orward,

mig ht be in visibl y arr ested or def orme d by events fr om the past

because Southerners r emained passionatel y at tached to v alues that

had ceased to be viable sinc e 1865Ñwhen the South lost the Civil

War. All around, a r acial divide w as hysteric ally insiste d upon y et

physiolog ically groundless. The t wo races scandalousl y shared each

otherÕs blood. Yet, one had gone to w arÑand would c ontinue to

erupt in to violenc eÑin or der to k eep the other subor dinate and

its bloodline separ ate. ShockÑwhat Faulkner c alls Òoutr ageÓÑwould

become the bass note o f his no velistic c anvas. The Sound and the

Fury (like his subsequent master works) would c enter on shock. B ut

this shock had li t tle to do wi th the tr enches or the bombs o f Wor ld

War I. Such w ar woundsÑthe c entr al pr emise of his f irst no vel,

SoldiersÕ Pay (1926)Ñhad all along be en an exotic alibi. The r eal
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shock, the one tha t tor e his pr otagonists apar t, w as home-gr own.

And ther e was simply no simple w ay to say tha t.

It is time no w to open up the histor y of tha t Òlit tle postage stamp

of nativ e soilÓ that Faulkner w ould r ecreate as Yoknapatawpha

County. In Absalom, Absalom! (1936), FaulknerÕs Southern

protagonist, Quen tin Compson, tries har d to e xplain the South to

his incr edulous Canadian r oommate at H arvard. Frustr ated, he says:

ÒYou canÕt understand it. You would ha ve to be born ther e.Ó The

South Faulkner w as born in to struck Quen tinÑas i t struck his

author Ñas both all-e xplaining and ine xplic able to others. The

histor y of actual O xford and Lafayet te Coun ty under gir ds the

doings in his f ictional Jefferson and Yoknapatawpha Coun ty. Take

away the f ormer , and the la t ter lose their gr ound and r esonance.

The place precedes the wri ter , spurring himÑo ften b y its very

recalci tr anceÑto his most r emarkable f ictional mo ves.

Lafayet te Coun ty, in Nor th Cen tr al Mississippi, w as founde d by

repeated acts of violenc e. In taking o ver this terri tor y in the e arly

19th centur y, whi te set tlers had to dislodge the na tiv e Chickasaw

Indians who had long be en living ther e. (They were forcibl y expelled

to the ÒIndian T erri tor y,Ó which later be came Oklahoma.) The US

governmen t ackno wledged Lafayet te Coun tyÕs legal status in 1836.

Soon enough, in or der to pr oduc e its major cr op, cot ton, the r egion

requir ed a cheap and exploi table w orkforce. That is wh y it began to

impor t slavesÑto labor in the c ot ton f ields. Cot ton br ought w ealth

to i ts plan ters, the sta te pr ospered, and in 1848 Mississippi f ounde d

its Univ ersi ty in O xford. The r acial poli tics o f to wn and c ounty were

the same. The plan ters tr eated those r equisi te black sla ves less as

kindr ed human beings than as animals r equiring whi te sur veillanc e

and care. Mississippi he wed tig htl y to this r acial stanc eÑboth

economic ally and ide olog ically. When the Civil W ar br oke out in

1861, the state took onl y a few w eeks longer than South Car olina to

determine, def iantl y, that i t too w ould secede.

A war, at f irst distan t, soon c ame home. Gr ant and Sherman w ere

bent on c apturing a Conf ederate riv er f or tr ess in Vicksbur g and, as

they advanced, the y laid w aste. An earlier str ategy of persuasion
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and r econcilia tion had har dened in to one o f punishmen t: these

Southerners had to be br ought to he el. Grant took O xford in

December o f 1862, and 20 months la ter the ci ty was burned down. I n

the af terma th, an imperishable narr ativ e of Yankee wr ongdoing w as

launche d, one which y oung Faulkner gr ew up wi th some 40 y ears

later . Althoug h the N or th w on the W ar in 1865, the South insidiousl y

won i t back during the 1870s. I t turne d out tha t the pr omise of

Reconstruc tionÑthe pr oject o f giving f ormer sla ves full Americ an

citiz enshipÑwas beyond fulf illing. I t r equir ed mor e cour age,

funding, and pr otection than an y post- 1865 federal governmen t w as

willing to pr ovide. By 1875, noting wi th horr or his sta teÕs successful

denial o f civil rig hts to i ts black popula tion, MississippiÕs Republic an

Governor Adel ber t Ames r ecogniz ed the he artbr eaking ir ony (as

cited by Eric Foner in Reconstruction ): ÒA revolution has tak en

placeÑby force of armsÑand a r ace are disenfr anchisedÑthe y are to

be returne d to a condi tion o f serf domÑan er a of second slavery.Ó

Thr oughout the f irst half o f the 20th c entur y, MississippiÕs racial

poli tics str enuousl y enforced its abusive tr eatmen t o f blacks.

Redneck poli ticians lik e Theodor e Bil bo and James Vardaman

worked to k eep it tha t w ay. ÒSix thousand y ears ago,Ó Vardaman

declared in 1903, Òthe Negro was the same in his na tiv e jung le as he

is toda y.Ó A year later , Vardaman, now the Go vernor , warmed to his

topic: ÒYou can scarcely pick up a ne wspaper whose pages ar e not

blackened wi th the ac count o f an unmen tionable crime c ommi t ted

by a negro brute, and this crime . . . is but the manif estation o f

the negr oÕs aspiration f or social e quali ty.Ó Such w as the closed and

discrimina tor y society of the South, wi th i ts whi te and black spac es

mili tantl y separated. In 1962, a reluctant Pr esident John F. Kennedy

would ne ed the N ational Guar d to f orce segregationist Go vernor

Ross Barnet t to allo w black mili tar y veter an James Meredith to en ter

the Univ ersi ty of Mississippi L aw School.

This w as the wor ld tha t young William Fa ulkner gr ew up in. H ow

did i t af fect him ? Like all childr en, he listene d to his eldersÕ nostalgic

narr ativ es. Indeed, the Civil W ar was presented to him in sugar -

coated terms as the Lost Ca useÑthe New South Õs conviction tha t
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the Old South had be en noble and her oic. Over time, he mig ht

have sorted out a de eper pic tur e of his r egion and his famil yÕs past.

He would pr obably have note d, early on, his fa therÕs surly unease

around his o wn mor e colorful fa ther . But when w ould he ha ve begun

to r ecogniz e a pat tern r epeating his gr andfatherÕs relationship wi th

his own fa ther , the f lamboyant Colonel W . C. (William Clar k)

Falkner? An orphan making his w ay in 1839 to Pontotoc, MS, the

young Falkner had a t f irst be en accepted by his maternal a unt and

her husband, John Wesley Thompson. B ut

later Ñand inexplic ablyÑThompson r ejected young Falkner fr om his

bur geoning la w pr actic e. Years later , this same Falkner marrie d,

father ed a child, and lost his wif e. He gave up his baby to the

Thompsons, agr eeing never to ge t the bo y back. Instead, he

remarrie d and began a second famil y. The childÑ J. W. T. (John

Wesley Thompson ) FalknerÑgrew up in his adoptiv e famil y,

becoming in time a suc cessful banker and r ailway t ycoon. But J.

W. T. (aka Òthe Young ColonelÓ) never matche d the lar ger-than-lif e

f igur e of his biolog ical father , the Old Colonel. H e almost c ertainl y

knew tha t he did not. Man y years later , at the turn o f the 20th

centur y, J. W. T. chose to sell ( at a loss) his pr of itable r ailr oad. He

did this a t pr ecisely the momen t when his eldest son Murr y was

running i t ef f icien tl y. Subsequentl y, at the sound o f a tr ain whistle,

Murr yÑWilliam Õs surly father Ñstoppe d whatever he w as doing and

just star ed vacantl y in to space. When w ould William ha ve decoded

his fatherÕs wistful star e? When did he gr asp something tha t his

great f iction r arely forgets: tha t w ounde d fathers f ind in tric ate w ays

to destr oy their o wn sons?

Ther e was perhaps even mor e to disc over in the lif e stor y of

the fable d Old Colonel. I t is possible ( according to historian J oel

Williamson Õs painstaking r esearch) that the Old Colonel ma y have

father ed a child wi th a mula t to slave named Emeline, who liv ed in

his yar d in the 1860s. Tw o decades later , the elder ly Old Colonel

mig ht have had sexual r elations wi th a much y ounger mula t to

woman name d Lena. This Lena mig ht w ell have been Emeline Õs

daughter . No one doubts tha t in 1889 the Old Colonel me t his end,
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shot b y his enr aged business par tner , Richard Thurmond. Tha t

mur der cle arly arose out o f poli tic al competi tion and humilia tion.

(The Old Colonel had just def eated Thurmond in a loc al election and

apparentl y had gone to his house to ta unt him.) W as the mur der

also charged wi th r acial and sexual tensions? Af ter all, Emeline and

another o f her da ughters w ere mulat to members o f ThurmondÕs

famil y in the 1880s. The Old ColonelÕs abuse of LenaÑif abuse ther e

wasÑmight have rankled Thurmond no less than the poli tic al

motiv es undoubte dly at pla y. All of this is ine vitabl y speculativ e. Yet,

in 1942, Faulkner wr ote Go Down, Moses, perhaps his most po werful

narr ativ e of paternal abuse. Cir cui tousl y, by way of a grandsonÕs

later r ecogni tions, i t told the stor y of a whi te master impr egnating

his own black sla ve. Twenty-f ive years later , that same master ,

wido wed and old, w ould impr egnate tha t slaveÕs (and his own)

daughter . Faulkner w as surely seeking to ar ticula te the sc andalous

substruc tur e of misc egenation tha t haunted Southern cultur e. Was

he at the same time airing his o wn famil yÕs dir ty laundr y?

Finally, the Old Colonel tak es us, indir ectl y, to the ÒuÓ in FaulknerÕs

name. William Õs spelling o f the name as Faulkner Ñrather than his

famil yÕs tr aditional spelling o f Falkner Ñconveys his bid f or fame.

He first signe d himself as ÒFaulknerÓ in 1918, when seeking to ge t

accepted in to the R oyal Air For ce in Toronto. H e would la ter use tha t

spelling, mor e poin tedly, when signing his v olume o f poems, The

Marble Faun. There, he identif ied himself as the Ògreat-gr andson

of Col. W. C. Faulkner , C.S.A.Ó When asked about the ÒuÓ in the

ColonelÕs name, he lik ed to claim tha t his anc estor had orig inall y

spelled his name wi th a Òu,Ó but he had changed it to Falkner af ter

discovering some Òno-goodÓ folks living ne arby named Faulkner .

With this ac count, the gr eat-gr andson w as merely restoring an

earlier r eality. However, ther e was more at stak eÑa childÕs bid f or

independenc e and his own iden ti ty. He was, as William Faulkner ,

erasing t wo gener ations o f Falkners who stood be tween him and his

famous anc estor . We will ne ver kno w the pr ecise motiv e, but m y use

of both ÒFaulknerÓ and ÒFalknerÓ in this book refers to an in tric ate

famil y histor y. It does not indic ate a lazy job o f pr oofr eading.
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At the beg inning o f his lif e, William Faulkner , the futur e novelist,

was known as Bill y Falkner. He never wr ote dir ectl y about his e arly

years, and he abhorr ed confession of every sor t. Given the de arth

of inf orma tion, w e can onl y speculate about the inner dimensions

of his childhood. The f irst o f four sons (born in N ew Albany, MS on

July 5, 1897), he was a querulous, c olicky infan t. H is mother Ma ud

had to r ock him f or hours e ach nig ht in or der to soothe him in to

sleep; coinciden tall y or not, he w ould be a lig ht, easily tr oubled

sleeper his whole lif e. Family moves (to Riple y in 1898 and then to

Oxford in 1902) forced young Bill y to r econf igur e his sense of his

surr oundings. And his privilege d status as an onl y child w as soon

shat ter ed by the bir ths o f his thr ee brothers. The last one, De an,

came into the w or ld in 1907 and requir ed sustaine d at ten tion fr om

Maud. She had just lost her o wn mother; be tween her grief o ver

that loss and De anÕs infan tile ne eds, not much o f her he art may have

been lef t over for 10-year-old B ill y.

Maud Butler FalknerÕs impr ess on her son is dif f icult to

summariz e. We know tha t, thr oughout his lif e, he composed his

f iction on a spindle-legge d desk she had g iven him, while se ated in

a tall-back ed chair tha t w as also a gif t fr om his mother . These facts

speak powerfull y to her hold on Fa ulknerÕs imagination. Unlik e her

outdoorsy , unlet ter ed husband, Murr y, Maud w as also a practi tioner

of the ar ts. She painted during much o f her lif e, and she was an

avid pr oponen t o f li ter atur e. She intr oduc ed her oldest son to the

Bible, as well as to the wri tings o f William Shak espeare, Miguel de

Cervantes, and the 19th-c entur y novelists. Later on, she def ended

his f iction, ho wever ic onoclastic. Murr yÑwho seems never to ha ve

read any novel his son wr oteÑonc e complaine d to his wif e about

the scandal tha t Sanctuar y, the 1931 novel about the r ape of a young

co-e d, pr ovoked in O xford. Maud r eplied, ÒLet him alone, B uddy, he

wri tes wha t he has to.Ó Maud mat ter ed imme asurably to William,

yet w e find f ew posi tiv e por tr aits of her in his f iction. H is f irst

masterpie ce, The Sound and the Fury, goes alarming ly the other w ay:

the char acter o f Mrs. Compson r eveals a mother who is uniquel y

damaging to her o ffspring. W hen William w as a child and Ma ud
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determine d tha t his postur e was sloppy, she made him w ear an

uncomf or table back br ace for t wo years. Can it be acciden tal tha t

the odious Mrs. Compson f orced her da ughter Cadd y to w ear one

too ?

Father f igur es fare bet ter in Fa ulknerÕs novels, but onl y slightl y.

Murr y was in fundamen tal w ays his oldest son Õs opposite: he w as

tall (lik e his own fa ther and gr andfather ) while William w as short;

he was blunt-f eatur ed while William had his motherÕ s finel y chisele d

brows and lips; and he w as unlet ter ed while William w as

precociousl y li ter ary. Perhaps most o f all, he seems to have been

unin ter ested in the in tric acies of the inner lif e. (His favori te r eading

was the Sunday comic strips in the ne wspapers.) Murr yÕs relations

wi th his eldest son w ere str ained and unc ompr ehending. W hen he

trie d onc e to impr ove their r elationship, ma t ters onl y got w orse.

Faulkner lo ved to r epeat the ane cdote about his fa ther f inding out

that William had tak en up smoking. T o Murr y, this disc overy

provided an oppor tuni ty to bond wi th his oldest child. One nig ht,

he took out a cigar and o ffered his son a Ògood smok e.Ó William

accepted and r eached in to his pock et f or his pipe. H e then br oke the

cigar in half, stuf fed one-half in to his pipe, and li t i t. Watching this,

Murr y said nothing, then lef t the r oom. ÒHe never gave me another

cigar ,Ó Faulkner g leefull y recalled.

Faulkner w ould undoubte dly learn most about bad marriages

fr om his o wn tr oubled union wi th Estelle Oldham, but tha t o f his

parents gave him some e arly glimpses in to inc ompatibili ty between

spouses. Maud appar entl y sought fr om Murr y a cultur e-enriche d

responsiveness that he c ould not pr ovide. He, on the other hand,

needed a bodil y tenderness to ward his shor tcomings tha t she could

not pr offer. Unfocused after his fa ther sold the r ailr oad, Murr y

found a self -destruc tiv e way to tak e his r evenge. He gave up on his

career and began to drink wi th gr eater abandon, f ollo wing an old

Falkner Òtradition ÓÑtraceable back to the Old Colonel and oper ativ e

in each gener ation o f males ther eafter Ñof excessive drinking. Ma ud

sought to turn Murr yÕs periodic Òdr ying outÓ cures into a pedagogic

demonstr ation. She insiste d tha t her sons join them on the ri tual
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tr ek to K eeleyÕs Insti tute, 15 miles fr om M emphis, to wi tness their

fatherÕs ongoing humilia tion.

Althoug h Murr y would be come Business Manager o f the

Univ ersi ty of Mississippi in his la ter y ears, the job r equir ed li t tle

labor . What labor i t did r equir e involved a kind o f work he did

not en joy. A taciturn outdoorsman, he lo ved stables, carriages, and

horses far mor e than doing bookk eeping f or a univ ersi ty. Probably,

even mor e, he loved tr ainsÑuntil his fa ther sold his r ailr oad out

fr om under him. Murr yÕs drinking e ventuall y led to he alth pr oblems,

including a he art condi tion, and he die d of a heart at tack in

1932Ñalmost exactl y 30 years before William too suc cumbe d to the

same condi tion. W orking in H oll ywood at the time o f Murr yÕs death,

William did not f ind i t ne cessary to at tend the funer al. In r etr ospect,

we can see that Murr y had been overmaster ed by a str onger -wille d

spouse. He had also been eclipsed by a famous son who ignor ed

him. As thoug h to er ase his identi ty even fur ther , the loc al obi tuar y

spelled his name as ÒFaulkner .Ó Years later , as Maud w as nearing her

own de ath, she asked William about the af ter lif e. ÒWill I ha ve to see

your fa ther ther e?Ó she wonder ed. ÒNo,Ó Faulkner answ ered, Ònot if

you don Õt want to.Ó ÒThatÕs good,Ó she said, ÒI never did lik e him.Ó That

Faulkner en joyed this vigne t te as much as the cigar one g ives us the

mean-spiri ted measure of his r elations wi th his fa ther .

What mig ht i t have been lik e for a sensi tiv e oldest son to gr ow

up in this household? Again, w e can onl y speculate sinc e Faulkner

himself ne ver talk ed about such ma t ters. Some insig ht, ho wever,

can be gleaned fr om his br others, who wri te in their la ter memoirs

of a happy childhood full o f shared, Twain-lik e misadventur es. But

what emer ges with equal force fr om their ac counts is William Õs

unappr oachabili ty. He grew up in their midst, r emained loyal and

suppor tiv e, and impr essed them indelibl y. Yet, the y did not kno w

him w ell. For him, childhood ma y not ha ve been Twain-lik e at all.

He had once wri t ten his gr eat aunt tha t her nie ce, the Òquick and

darkÓ Natalie, Òmust ha ve carrie d me.Ó In the same le t ter , he spoke

of her as Òtouching meÓ during Òone of those spells o f loneliness and

nameless sorr ow tha t childr en suf fer.Ó He was perhaps sensitiz ed
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to touch as onl y a child who has not be en touche d enoug h may

be. His own mother w as obviousl y ther e for him thr oughout his

lif eÑa model of r ecti tude and f ideli ty tha t he al ways honor ed. Yet,

at a deeper bodil y level, she may not ha ve been ther e at all. I t

was probably Mamm y Callie, not Ma ud Falkner , who at tende d most

intima tel y to Bill yÕs childr earing. The y all liv ed in the same house,

but e ach in his or her o wn w ayÑspatiall y toge ther , yet speechlessly

apart.

We may speculate tha t childhood wr ought upon William the

experienc e of being li t tle among others who w ere big. No less,

it mig ht have given him some thing his o wn f iction r enders

unf orget tabl y: the experienc e of not kno wing, o f coming to the

famil y histor y not a t i ts beginning but in the middle. H e was

discovering tha t others ac ted out o f motiv es he would c ome to

recogniz e only later Ñor not a t all. Their impac t on him w as

nonetheless unavoidable; in fac t, he mig ht have grasped, childhood

was about unavoidabili ty. It w as about being in a bod y not y et able

to avoid enc ounters i t had not chosen to ha ve. Some of childhoodÕs

sorr owsÑas he had mentione d to his gr eat-a untÑwould r emain

forever ine xplic able. But other sorr ows mig ht open up to

understandingÑla ter Ñwhen things did open up. And he per haps

recogniz ed tha t, wi thout ha ving chosen i t, his o wn childhood had

launche d him to ward a personal silenc e, an inwardness beyond

relinquishing. S tr angest of all, this took plac e in the pr esence of

others sharing his household spac e.

To tell this in i ts in tric acy would r equir e something mor e than

Mar k TwainÕs narr ativ e resources. He would ne ed to sho w ho w wha t

is shared is double d by what is unshar able. No less, he would ne ed

to sho w ho w wha t namelessly assaults the child no w had namable

roots in wha t had happene d before he was born but c ould be

discoveredÑif at allÑonl y later . Childhood, he se emed to gr asp, was

about double e xposur e: the sudden violenc e of is, juxtapose d

against the clarif ying c ontext o f was. In 1957, he would tell this to

a class of studen ts at the Univ ersi ty of Vir ginia: ÒMaybe peace is

only a condi tion in r etr ospect, when the subc onscious has got rid o f
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the gna ts and the tacks and the br oken glass in experienc e and has

lef t onl y the pe aceful pleasant thingsÑtha t w as peace. Maybe peace

is not is, but w as.Ó The later r etr ospect o f was looks back, fr ames,

and clarif ies the imme diacy of is. ChildhoodÕs signif icance opens up

later , even as it is ac tuall y lived in the pr esent. Could he e ver get

words to say that ?

Ther e was, at le ast, one person in O xford who mig ht have thoug ht

he could. Phil Stone w as a Yale graduate, a Univ ersi ty of Oxford

alumnus, and the in telle ctual scion o f a local aristocr atic plan ter

famil y. Several years older than Fa ulkner , he was on the look out f or

promising y oung Mississippians. W as Stone seeking to esc ape his

own loneliness b y sharing his g if ted sensibili ty wi th tha t o f another

Southerner? W as he looking f or a mirr or in which he mig ht

recogniz e his own une xpr essed possibili ties? Whatever his motiv es,

he took y oung Faulkner under his wing. H e gave him poe tr y and

fiction to r ead, and he appoin ted himself ( unasked) as the young

manÕs mentor . For the de cade between 1915 and 1925 Stone w ould

serve as FaulknerÕs stimulus, cri tic, friend, book -lender , and would-

be war comr ade. He would also ser ve as the patr on who funde d (in

1924) the public ation o f FaulknerÕs first book o f poems, The Marble

Faun.

Unquestionabl y, the young Faulkner imag ined his futur e as that

of a poet. He not onl y wr ote verse fr om his te ens forward, but

that verse aggressively called at ten tion to i ts iden ti ty as verse: by

jet tisoning all (loc al) prosaic surr oundings. I t te emed wi th fa uns and

satyrs, bat tened on classic al narr ativ es, was inten t on fashioning

a wor ld elsewher e. The late 19th-c entur y Bri tish poe t, Algernon

Charles Swinburne, appe aled pr ecisely to FaulknerÕs longings for

escape: ÒAt the age o f sixte en, I disc overed Swinburne, Ó Faulkner

wr ote in 1924. ÒOr r ather Swinburne disc overed me, spring ing fr om

some tor tur ed under growth o f my adolescence, like a highwayman,

making me his sla ve.Ó On at le ast t wo fr onts Swinburne w ould ha ve

been hard to r esist. His verse, heavily rhymed and r hythmic al,

labor ed to tr anspor t i ts r eader to e xotic se t tingsÑto not-

Mississippi. Swinburne Õs set tings w ere drenched in pagan
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references; they were def iantl y anti-Christian. As he wr ote in his

Hymn to Pr oserpina, ÒThou hast c onquer ed, O pale Galile an, the

wor ld has gr own gr ay fr om th y br eath.Ó Swinburne r ejected the

deathliness o f the dispensa tion tha t Christ ( the Òpale GalileanÓ)

brought in to the w or ld. His poetr y signaled a passionate bid f or

bodil y liber ation fr om Christian pr ohibi tionsÑthe liber ation tha t w as

stric tl y forbidden b y the Pr esbyterian norms blank eting the O xford

Faulkner gr ew up in.

This liber al orien tation to ward the bod y would r emain in

FaulknerÕs life and work. In Light in A ugust, nine years later , a centr al

female char acter name d Lena will embod y something o f

Swinburne Õs appeal. Impr egnated by one man, Lena chooses to

make her w ay unhurrie dly thr ough the c ountr yside, walking on

foot fr om Alabama to Mississippi. She r emains casually receptiv e to

the pr ospect o f f inding in her tr avels a bet ter man than the one

who got her pr egnant and then di tche d her . She is not bother ed

by the issue o f leg itimac y. LenaÑher name alluding (Fa ulkner la ter

acknowledged) to the Gr eek Helen of TroyÑstands out luminousl y in

Light in A ugust. Faulkner po werfull y juxtaposes her bodil y pleni tude

against the ( male) crucif ixions and self -crucif ixions erupting all

around her . But this w as to come later . Reading FaulknerÕs poetr y

in 1915 or 1916, Phil Stone w as suff icien tl y moved by their passion

to under wri te their public ation. M ore, he would c ontinue to

claimÑlong past the time when the claim made senseÑtha t Faulkner

missed his true v ocation when he be came a novelist. The Marble

Faun, for i ts par t, w ould en ter the li ter ary wor ld wi thout making the

slightest splash.

Stone pla ys a signif icant r ole in FaulknerÕs career. But the c entr al

f igur e in his emotional de velopmen t w as a lively young w oman

about his age, Estelle Oldham. She w as the daughter o f a pr ominen t

Oxford famil y tha t liv ed not far fr om the Falkners. The t wo were

mer e teenagers when the y f irst me t. Over time, the y began to see

each other wi th incr easing fr equency. Voluble and charming ( as he

would ne ver be), Estelle sustaine d an in tric ate inner lif e as well. She

loved to r eadÑenough to be delig hted wi th this silen t bo y already
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carr ying inside himself a te eming w or ld of thoug hts and f eelings.

Estelle captiv ated most o f the y oung men in O xford and w as the

most popular f igur e at the danc es. Yet, she set her sig hts on

Faulkner , eventuall y get ting him to shar e mor e and mor e of his

poetr y and aspir ations. By the time the y were nearing 20 , they were

deeply (but uno ff iciall y) bound to e ach other . They knew the y would

marr yÑwhen the rig ht momen t came.

That momen t did not c ome. In i ts plac e came a bid f or Estelle Õs

hand fr om one Cornell Fr anklin. H e was the handsome son o f an

eminen t Mississippi famil y, who gr aduated fr om the Univ ersi ty of

Mississippi wi th all the honors i t could besto w. Clearly destine d

for a successful legal career, he was hard to turn do wn. Nor did

EstelleÑqui teÑturn him do wn. Franklin ma y not e ven have known

about his riv al, Faulkner , who in 1918Ñthe cri tic al year in their

relationshipÑhar dly look ed lik e a good bet. Kno wn alr eady for

immoder ate drinking, r ecogniz ed as maybe talen ted but c ertainl y

mood y and dif f icult, he se emed no match f or Fr anklin. Sure of his

acceptanc e, Franklin sen t Estelle an e xpensive engagement ring

fr om Honolulu ( wher e he held a pr estig ious job a t the por t). The two

families began to elabor ate plans f or a big April w edding. As thoug h

paralyzed by the f orce of this ne w developmen t (a consequence of

her belle-o f-the-ball charm ), Estelle became desperate. She pressed

Faulkner f or a last-minute elopemen t; she w ould f lee if he w ould.

Ther e was still time. For r easons we will ne ver kno w but which must

have caused him anguish f or y ears to c ome, he r efused to elope,

insisting tha t the y get their par entsÕ consent. He must ha ve realized

that this w ould fail; both se ts of par ents imme diatel y opposed their

union. So Estelle marrie d Cornell Fr anklin in April 1918, and Faulkner

f led wi th Phil Stone to N ew Haven, CT. Ostensibl y he wanted to f ight

in the Gr eat War. More urgentl y, he had to esc ape from unbe arable

emotional distr ess.

Here the scene changes fr om tr agic to c omic. I n New Haven,

Stone and Faulkner se t about in venting zan y ways of get ting in to a

war tha t w as nearing i ts end. Faulkner had e arlier be en turne d down

fr om the air division o f the US Arm y because he was too shor t, by
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half an inch, and too lig ht, by a few pounds. B ut the B ri tish Royal Air

Force, operating out o f Toronto, did not f ollo w these pr otoc ols. So,

pretending to be B ri tish (not the f irst and not the last o f FaulknerÕs

masquerades), they managed to ge t in to a Royal Air For ce tr aining

program. Stone soon dr opped out, but not Fa ulkner . For mon ths he

tr ained in Toronto, wri ting his par ents about his fascina tion wi th

the mili tar y and the innar ds of airplanes. (H is pencil dr awings o f the

planes, accompanying some o f the le t ters, ar e exquisi tel y detaile d.)

The War ended in N ovember o f 1918, and a month la ter Faulkner

returne d home to O xford. He arriv ed at the tr ain station r egally

decked out in an o ff icerÕs unif orm he had boug ht fr om a veter an

but w as not en ti tle d to w ear. He was also carr ying a cane to help

him c ope wi th a w ar-w ound in the kne eÑsupposedly incurr ed while

f lying o ver France in the last dar k days of the w ar. This wound w as

invented out o f whole cloth. I t ser ves as a metaphor f or FaulknerÕs

larger narr ativ e of a turbulen t w ar experienc e for which no e videnc e

exists. He got his wings onl y in la te December , over a mon th af ter

Armistic e. The self-pr oclaime d aviator who had be en shot do wn

over France hardly knew how to f ly a plane.

The comedy of masquer ades continue d. Pretending to be a

wounde d veter an, Faulkner w as admit ted as a special studen t at

the Univ ersi ty of Mississippi. (H e would ha ve needed this v eter an-

status. Having deliber atel y refused to go past the 11th gr ade, he was

not other wise a candidate f or c ollege). His univ ersi ty classmates

were not slo w in noting and mocking his airs. Ò Count N o-Coun t,Ó

they called this a t ti tudinizing f igur e who postur ed as a war-

wounde d veter an familiar wi th the la test Fr ench poe tr y. After a y ear

or so, this pr etense of jaded sophistic ation w as wearing thin, and

Faulkner w as becoming incr easingly restless. He left the univ ersi ty

and r eturne d to the N or theast, wher e he worked for Lor d and

TaylorÕs in New York for the be t ter par t o f a year. Bored wi th tha t

job and unc ertain wha t to do ne xt, he then embar ked on pr obably

the most pr eposter ous masquer ade of his lif e: he accepted, not

wi thout misg ivings, the posi tion o f Postmaster o f the Univ ersi ty of

Mississippi. The e ver-en terprising P hil Stone had pulle d poli tic al
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strings to ge t the posi tion o ffered to Faulkner . Althoug h it w as

vir tuall y a sinecur eÑthe postal ar ea he oversaw w as tinyÑFaulkner

royally mishandle d it. He just c ould not ge t himself to tak e other

peopleÕs mail seriousl y. (He was, however, not abo ve rif ling thr ough

their magazines and Òborr owingÓ the ones he found in ter esting.)

After thr ee years of such c avalier beha vior and the c omplain ts tha t

steadily accrue d, the Post Of f ice fir ed him. W alking away fr om the

job, he got o ff a f inal riposte: ÒI r eckon IÕll be at the be ck and c all of

folks wi th mone y all my lif e, but thank God I w onÕt ever again have

to be at the be ck and c all of every son of a bi tch who Õs got t wo cents

to bu y a stamp.Ó

Soon he was on to the ne xt masquer ade: several mon ths spen t in

New Or leans, in early 1925. Thanks to the Lor d and Taylor job, he

had met Elizabe th Pr all in N ew York. Subsequentl y, she had marrie d

the no velist Sher wood Anderson. The y were living a bohemian lif e in

New Or leans, and she invited Faulkner to visi t them. I n an atypic al

move, he accepted her o ffer. His visi t w as to be but a stopgap; the

real voyage he had in mind (in this, e choing Ez ra Pound and T .

S. Eliot before him) was to Eur ope. En route, he tr aveled to N ew

Or leans, wher e he met the gr oup o f avant-gar de wri ters gather ed

around Anderson. Thanks to the tr emendous suc cess of Winesburg,

Ohio (1919), Anderson had be come famous. Making the most o f his

celebri ty, he had at tr acted a vir tual c olon y of pr acticing and w ould-

be wri ters and ar tists. Fr om all r epor ts, the y were having one hell

of a good time. The sir en call of New Or leans would ha ve been

hard for this N or thern Mississippian to r esist. He had spent years

persevering in he avy drinking despi te the loc al stric tur es against

it. H is iconoclastic ben t had mor e than onc e got him in to tr ouble

in hide-bound O xford. In New Or leans, however, he foundÑand

would c elebr ate f or de cadesÑa welcome emancipa tion fr om the

Presbyterian pie ties he had long chaf ed under . Indeed, New Or leans

seemed to ser ve as a set ting f or a perpe tual holida y. The Anderson

gang caroused all day and dr ank all nig htÑall the while talking,

talking, talkingÉ Fa ulkner had c ome to N ew Or leans for a f ew

weeks, but he sta yed for a few mon ths.
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Finally, thoug h, the unsen timen tal cri tic lodge d deep inside

FaulknerÕs imagination had had enoug h. It w as time to qui t the talk -

engor ged antics o f the Anderson Cir cle and book his passage f or

Europe. Before his disenchan tmen t set in, ho wever, a foundational

change of vocation had oc curr ed. Anderson and his c oterie had

persuaded the r estless young Faulkner Ñless on purpose than

gradually and by multiple e xamplesÑto change his c alling. H e would

no longer be a poe t, but inste ad, become a novelist. H e would go

to Paris later tha t fall wher eÑrefocused and ener gizedÑhe would

comple te his f irst no vel begun in N ew Or leans, SoldiersÕ Pay.
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2. Stumbling into Fame

T he 1930s are widel y recogniz ed as FaulknerÕs most cr eativ e

decade. The Sound and the Fury (1929) opened the f loodgates,

permi t ting his subse quent no vels, As I Lay Dying (1930), Sanctuar y

(1931), andLight in A ugust (1932) to emerge in f lawless lockstep. A

brief hia tus oc curr ed in the e arly 1930s: his ÒbiggestÓ masterpiece,

Absalom, Absalom! requir ed mor e brooding and r evising than he

anticipa ted. But onc e it w as released in 1936, The Unvanquished

(1938), and The Hamlet (1940) follo wed swif tl y, rounding out a

peerless decade of pr oduc tivi ty. Throughout this de cade, Faulkner

was the ÒhottestÓ novelist in Americ a.

Looking back, w e can see that crises he enc ounter ed during the

five preceding y ears made tha t la ter f lowering possible. These w ere

the y ears in which, stumbling, he c ame into his o wn. He also seemed

to r ecogniz e that stumbling was his most po werful subje ct. W hether

he called i t Òoutr ageÓ or Òassault,Ó the core insight w as the same:

when lif e ÒabruptsÓ (his verb fr om Absalom, Absalom!) upon us, w e

stumble and ar e out o f contr ol. By 1930, after the public ation o f The

Sound and the Fury and As I Lay Dying , he had made this insig ht his

own, becoming the genius w e know as Faulkner . What disorien ting

experienc es during those f ive years ÒpreparedÓ him for such a bout

of pr oduc tivi ty?

In 1925, he was still in the mode o f wha t I r eferr ed to in the

previous chapter as ÒmasqueradeÓÑpretending to be some one he

was not. He tr aveled to Eur ope, lik ely envisaging tha t these f our

mon ths abr oad would f ollo w the sc enario made famous b y the

careers of Pound and Eliot: o f Eur ope being the Òmother cultur e.Ó On

this model, Eur ope (including Eng land) supplie d cultur ally enriche d

experienc es and inspir ation to budding Americ an wri ters. I n those

days, London and P aris w ere ÒsacredÓ destinations f or expatria te

artists. Such pilgrimages sa w their he yday during the f lowering o f

modernist ar t oc curring in P aris before and after the Gr eat War.
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Yet France (a countr y Faulkner ador ed, and one tha t ador ed him

back) would ne ver offer him f ertile terri tor y. His most ambi tiousl y

tr oubling no vel, A Fable (1954), takes place on i ts shor es during

WWI. Despi te endless r evising, A Fable never tak es off in to the

airÑprobably because it ne ver r oots i tself de eply enoug h in to i ts

foreign soil. I n 1925, when Faulkner se t f or Eur ope, he did not kno w

that, lik e the Gr eek god Antaeus, he was powerful onl y when on

nativ e soil. Even thoug h Sherwood Anderson had g iven him an

intr oduc tion to J ames Joyce, then living in P aris, Faulkner w as too

shy to appr oach the c elebr ated author o f Ulysses. He may have

dreamed of a ÒEuropean career,Ó but he never pursue d tha t dr eam

aggressively. Indeed, his shyness towards Joyce foreshadowed a

lif elong wi thdr awal fr om the c eremonial tr appings o f li ter ary fame.

He would la ter turn do wn the o vertur es of younger wri ters seeking

him out just as, in 1925, he w as unwilling to mak e such overtur es

toward Joyce. Perhaps because of this inna te r etic ence, he

describe d himself in the la te 1930s, at the end o f his most pr olif ic

decade, as a farmer, not a wri ter .

Another r eason that Faulkner did not adapt w ell to Eur opean

surr oundings w as that his N ew Or leans experienc e wi th Anderson

and his cr ew had f oster ed in him a ne w sense of vocation. P ound

and Eliot w ere broadly Western poets, but he c ame away fr om New

Orleans determine d to be come a specif ically Americ an novelist . He

had wri t ten, while ther e, several pr ose pieces for a loc al newspaper .

More telling ly, he was finishing a no vel center ed on Americ an

materials.

In SoldiersÕ Pay, however, another kind o f masquer ade holds sw ay.

That no vel centers on the be tr ayals befalling a w ounde d soldier o f

the Gr eat War. As such, it cannot but fur ther the masquer ade of

FaulknerÕs own w ar experienc e. Indeed, it func tions as a bid to ge t

that masquer ade accepted as truth. ( Others did ac cept i t as true.

Not un til a de cade after FaulknerÕs death in 1962 did i t become

widel y known tha t he had not se en action in 1918.) By contr ast, Dos

Passos, E. E. Cummings, and Heming way had actuall y been ther e.

All thr ee had suf fered in the w ar; Heming way had been grie vously
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wounde d. Their books, Thr ee Soldiers, The Enormous Room, and

A Farewell to Arms respectiv ely, draw on their a uthorsÕ personal

experienc es. We might ask: how can SoldiersÕ Pay compel i ts r eader,

even thoug h the w ar experienc e it seems founde d on w as never

FaulknerÕs own?

One of FaulknerÕs best commen tators, Andr Ž Bleikasten, ur ged

readers to think o f the wri terÕs prevaric ations as some thing mor e

than liesÑas Òcorr ectiv eÓ fictions, a t tempts to mak e reality align wi th

his subjectiv e sense of wha t w as supposed to ha ve happenedÑbut

didn Õt. From this perspe ctiv e, SoldiersÕ Pay becomes luminous. The

fatal w ound i t testif ies to on e very page is imag inativ ely real. No

reader of tha t no vel has tr ouble belie ving tha t the pr otagonist,

Donald Mahan, is d yingÑand tha t he is being be tr ayed, post-w ar, by

many people he had e arlier truste d. If i t fails to be one o f FaulknerÕs

greater no vels, it is because he was just learning the cr aft o f f iction.

The novel is full o f vivid shar dsÑmemor able scenes of der acinated

veter ans now str anded at home; i t shows as well an incipien t gr asp

of wha t may be seen as musical struc tur e. Contr apuntall y, the no vel

shif ts fr om set ting to se t ting, char acter to char acter , vignet te to

vignet te. But the se t tings, char acters, and vigne t tes tend to r emain

conf ined to their loc al space. What is missing is the glueÑthe

narr ativ e necessity tha t w ould solder these par ts indissolubl y,

forging a design to which e ach par t indir ectl y contributes. This

struc tur al pr oblemÑwhat w e might consider as a whole tha t is less

than the sum o f i ts par tsÑwill bese t FaulknerÕs second no vel

(Mosquitoes, 1927) as well. He will o vercome i t in Flags in the Dust (his

thir d novel), and he will tr anscend i t in the f our th one, The Sound

and the Fur y (1929).

Before 1929, however, Faulkner did not se em to r ecogniz e his

major challenges as a wri ter . He needed to le arn not just ho w to

get the pie ces of his no vels to r elate mor e compelling ly to e ach

other but, e ven mor e cruciall y, he had to le arn ho w to suppr ess his

delegated narr ator and ge t him out o f the f ictional perf ormanc e.

The narr ativ e voice that tells the f irst thr ee novels makes them

possible, but i t also mak es them second-r ate: tha t ÒsmartÓ Southern
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voice keeps drawing a t ten tion to i tself. Onc e Faulkner manage d

to mak e it disappe ar, his materials suddenl y came alive, speaking

hypnotic ally for themsel ves and enacting their dif ferent w ays of

stumbling . With these changes, his w ork began to jell. I ndeed, these

novelsÕ separate materials be came so intensel y bonde d as to r elease

an inc andescent f orce-f ield o f thoug ht and f eeling. A r eader of his

f iction wri t ten be tween 1929 and 1931ÑThe Sound and the Fury,

As I Lay Dying, and Sanctuar yÑcomes away wondering ho w w ork

of such c onceptual in tric acy can also hi t home emotionall y, like a

sledge-hammer .

All this would beg in to oc cur by 1929, but w e cannot le ave

FaulknerÕs European adventur e of late 1925 without elabor ating

fur ther on the stak es of his de cision to r eturn home when he did.

The trip ser ved as FaulknerÕs single tempta tion to f ollo w a Pound /

Eliot model o f Eur o-cr eativi ty, which aspir ed to ward forms o f

alienation and ci tation-insisten t w or ldliness not a vailable on

Americ an shores. One thinks o f EliotÕs The Waste Land (1922) and

its inc essant par ade of snippe ts fr om earlier cultur es, each of them

signaling the wri terÕs ultr a-sophistic ated wor ld-w eariness. For well

over a decade, this poem bestr ode the Ang lo-Americ an cultur al

scene as the text to emula te. Thoug h Faulkner w ould dr aw on EliotÕs

poem, he w ould (mor e resonantl y) resist i ts sir en-lik e appeal. No

reader of his gr eat f iction has the sense o f entering the hig h-ar t

sanctuar y of EliotÕs celebr ated poem. Somehow Faulkner gr asped

that Eur opean cultur al materialsÑthe allur e of an older w or ld of

f iner v aluesÑwere for him less a be acon than a de ad end. After f our

mon ths abr oad he had to go homeÑand not just be cause he was out

of mone y. Home w as that Òlit tle postage stamp o f nativ e soilÓ that

was waiting f or him on the other side o f the A tlan tic.

I men tione d some of the def ects of SoldiersÕ Pay. FaulknerÕs next

novel, Mosquitoes (1927), also suffered fr om several shor tcomings. I t

too c ould be c onsider ed a masquerade, in the sense tha t i ts narr ator

engages its materials wi th implici t mock ery and unr emit ting

detachmen t. Mosquitoes focuses on New Or leans antics Faulkner

had wi tnessed and par ticipa ted in. Seen later fr om an estr anging
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distanc e, such foolish beha vior tends to r educe to the ju venile

silliness o f adults who ha ve not gr own up. The narr ation o f their

doings exposes each of them wi th unf orgiving pr ecision. N o reader

is lik ely to r elate to this c ast of char actersÑthinl y disguised versions

of the N ew Or leans gang Faulkner had kno wn in 1925. This is

because FaulknerÕs narr ator doesn Õt care for them ei ther . More

damaging ly, the narr ator a t tempts a sophistic ated, Aldous Huxley-

type of kno wing humor . This is a tone Faulkner c annot mak e

at tr activ e. (FaulknerÕs humor when i t w orks, is savage and

disturbing. B ut he ne eds a Jason Compson fr om The Sound and the

Fury or a Joe Brown fr om Light in A ugust to mak e it w ork.) Despite

such f laws, Mosquitoesgot a gr een lig ht fr om Horace Liverig htÑNew

YorkÕs premier publisher o f Americ an modernist li ter atur e. Liverig ht

had been captiv ated, the y ear before, by SoldiersÕ PayÕs musical

rhythms and i ts elegant despair . He brought tha t no vel out in 1926

and signed on to publish Mosquitoes in 1927. He was determine d not

to lose this y oung genius.

Within a y ear, however, Liverig ht had had enoug h of Faulkner .

Faced wi th the manuscript o f his thir d novel, Flags in the Dust ,

Liverig htÕs judgmen t w as uncondi tional: he f latl y turne d the book

down, imploring Fa ulkner not to sho w i t to an y other publisher . He

doubtless me ant w ell, but his w ords stung Faulkner to the c ore:

ÒSoldiersÕ Pay was a very f ine book and should ha ve done bet ter . .

. Mosquitoes wasnÕt quite so good . . . Now comes Flags in the Dust

and weÕre frankly very much disappoin ted.Ó Faulkner r ead Liverig htÕs

assessment as a pitiless summar y of his c areer to da te. Thir ty years

old, he w as the author o f a volume o f poetr y no one w anted to

buy and of t wo novels few r eaders paid much a t ten tion to. N ow

he saw himself r ejected by one of the most po werful publishers in

Americ a. Desperatel y, he trie d to sal vage Flags, eventuall y leaving

the r evisions to his friend Ben W asson. It w as too depr essing for him

to c ontinue on his o wn.

Flags was not the w orst o f his tr oubles in 1928. Estelle Oldham

FranklinÑ whom he had faile d to elope wi th, whom he w as unable to

forgetÑhad c ome back in to his lif e. Divorced fr om her husband af ter
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several years of a marriage gone irr eparably sour , and now a mother

of t wo small childr en, she returne d to O xford in the mid- 1920s. She

turne d to ward Faulkner as a lif eline. Their c our tship r esumed, as

passionate as before but mor e tr oubled than e ver. At 20 , he had

been a markedly taci turn y oung man, g iven to e xcessive drinking.

Now, a decade later , Faulkner had be come mor e aggressively anti-

social. Fur ther , wi th thr ee publishe d books under his belt, he had

solidif ied his man tle o f a Bohemian W ri ter . Estelle must ha ve

recogniz ed tha t i t w ould be har d, maybe impossible, to change him,

but her lif e was a mess, and she needed a husband ur gentl y enoug h

to accept these challenges. H e, however, was not so sur e he needed

a wif e. He had been unc ertain in 1918 and now, a decade later ,

whatever had separ ated them bef ore had grown in densi ty and

recalci tr ance.

Thoug h pr essed by Estelle, he k ept put ting o ff a date f or the

marriage. Soon Estelle Õs sister, Dot, w as working on him to step up

to his r esponsibili ties. Finall y, he set the da te. ThenÑ fr antic o ver

what he w as about to sign on toÑhe wr ote his friend and publisher ,

Hal Smi th, the f ollo wing:

I am going to be marrie d. Both w ant to and ha ve to. THIS

PART IS CONFIDENTIAL, UTTERLY. For my honor and the

sanityÑI belie ve lif eÑof a woman. This is not bunk; nor am

I being suck ed in. We grew up toge ther and I don Õt think

she could f ool me in this w ay; tha t is, mak e me believe that

her men tal c ondi tion, her ner ves are this far gone. . . . I tÕs a

situation which I engender ed and permi t ted to ripen which

has become unbe arable, and I am tir ed of running fr om the

devilmen t I bring about.

At the time, Fa ulkner w as comple ting his ble akest novel, Sanctuar y.

It cannot be ac ciden tal tha t he set June 20 as the da te on which

its pr otagonist, T emple Dr ake, enters a c our thouse and perjur es

herself. Tha t w as the very day he set f or c ontr acting a marriage

that must ha ve seemed to him as a sor t o f perjur y as well. Temple,

Stumbling in to Fame | 23



in time, w ould f ind i t impossible to ge t beyond her all-damag ing

mistak es. The same may be true f or her cr eator .

Flags in the Dust , which Faulkner c omple ted in 1927, cannot k eep

the c ompany of the f our masterpie ces that f ollo wed it in the ne xt

f ive years. Yet, Faulkner w as not mistak en when he told Liv erig ht

(on submi t ting the manuscript ): ÒAt last and c ertainl y, I have wri t ten

THE book, o f which those other things w ere but f oals. I believe

it is the damdest best book y ouÕll look at this y ear, and any other

publisher .Ó In hindsig ht, w e can perhaps see bet ter wh y Liverig ht

was blind to the bookÕs meri ts. He was a New York publisher in ten t

on upset ting par ochial sensibili tiesÑon honoring P oundÕs modernist

dic tum, ÒMake it ne w.Ó He would ha ve had li t tle tr ouble r ecognizing

SoldiersÕ PayÕs appeal because it belonge d to a bur geoning Americ an

genreÑthe Òlost generation Ó novelÑand held i ts own in tha t

company. In Mosquitoes, Liverig ht w ould ha ve appreciated

FaulknerÕs superior stanc e toward a colon y of would-be ar tists and

wri ters. These w ere sophistic ated f igur es being mock ed by an even

mor e knowing narr ator , providing grist f or Liv erig htÕs ÒsmartÓ New

York mill. Wi th Flags, however, the disc ernable genr e and the

sophistic ated tone w ere absent.

He couldn Õt see that in FlagsFaulkner began to mak e that Òpostage

stamp o f nativ e soilÓ his own, r ecognizing tha t his r egionÕs

histor yÑas broad as Southern he artbr eak, as narrow as famil y

legendÑwas inexhaustibl y writable . It w ould tak e two mor e novels

before Faulkner ga ve his county its f ictional name, Y oknapatawpha

(in As I Lay Dying ). But the c ounty, thoug h unname d, was born

in Flags. The book dr aws centr ally on onc e-aristocr atic families,

the Sartorises, and the Benbo ws. It dr aws as well on a r oster o f

communi ty f igur es ranging fr om garrulous old whi te men to

deranged whi te youths and lo w-liv es, as well as to a hill-c ountr y

famil y nestle d in the backw oods and ste eped in earlier w ays. And

this is not to men tion i ts thr ee generations o f black ser vants

managing to ek e out their liv es under ina t ten tiv e whi te masters.

Flags is in no hurr y to ge t i ts stor y toldÑsome thing Liv erig ht

misr ead as Òyou don Õt seem to ha ve any stor y to tell. Ó He did not
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graspÑas many others in 1927 w ould not ha ve understoodÑtha t

Faulkner w as making his debut as a Southern wri ter . He was

showing, wi th wide-ang led, non judgmen tal at ten tion, wha t

happened if y ou had stayed home during the Gr eat War: you

remained enclosed wi thin an ener vated, quie tl y suf focating se t o f

outda ted ri tuals o f thinking, f eeling, and doing, slo wly wasting away.

But if y ou had par ticipa ted in tha t w ar, you found y ourself, on

return, inc apable of communic ating to an yone the brutali ty of your

experienc e. Worse, you were unequippe d to mak e peace wi th the

slow-pac ed Southern pie ties you had depar ted fr om.

Flags was FaulknerÕs first no vel about the South, his South. ThatÕs

what i t can do. No less instruc tiv e is what i t cannot doÑac cording

to the me asure that Faulkner himself w ould pr ovide t wo years later

in The Sound and the Fury. A comparison o f t wo scenes of emotional

intensi ty (one fr om each novel) brings this poin t home. W e begin

wi th the r elativ ely tr aditional r hetoric o f Flags. Here is the

protagonist, Ba yard Sartoris, w ounde d and asleep, watche d over by

Narcissa Benbow, whom he e ventuall y marries. H is anguish erupts

swif tl y:

He made an indescribable sound, and she turne d her he ad

quickl y and saw his bod y str aining terrif ically in i ts cast, and

his clenche d hands and the snar l of his te eth bene ath his

lif ted lip, and as she sat blanche d and inc apable of fur ther

movement he made the sound again. H is breath hisse d

between his te eth and he scr eamed, a wordless sound tha t

sank into a ste ady violenc e of pr ofani ty; and when she r ose

at last and stood o ver him wi th her hands against her mouth,

his bod y relaxed and fr om beneath his sw eating br ow he

watche d her wi th wide in ten t eyes in which terr or lur ked,

and mad, cold fur y, and questioning despair .

Narr ated in standar d syntax and a h yperbolic v ocabular y, this scene

invites us to look on fr om our distanc e. Its pr ose reveals, as well,

the thr eadbareness of pr edic table f ormulae. BayardÕs sound is

Òindescribable,Ó for Faulkner c an describe i t onl y fr om the
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perspectiv e of a narr ator obser ving some one elseÕs distr ess.

Faulkner uses N arcissa to pr ovide ph ysical cues for ho w to r ead

BayardÕs tormen t: his terrif ic str aining, her ÒblanchedÓ paralysis

echoing his Òclenche dÓ paralysis, his hissing br eath and w ordless

scream. Like an orgasm, his body relaxes after this r elease. Yet,

Faulkner c an articula te wha t is going on inside Bayard onl y thr ough

a roster o f familiar nouns lik e Òterror,Ó Òfury,Ó and Òdespair .Ó This

could be Joseph Conr ad relying on the same w ell-w orn v ocabular y

to ar ticula te Lor d JimÕs tormen t. Both wri ters understood tha t their

tar get (the tr aumatiz ed psyche) was Òunspeakable.Ó But nei ther

knows (Conr ad never, Faulkner not y et) that i t is ÒunspeakableÓ only

wi thin c onventional str ateg ies for narr ating the psy che as a

coher ent en ti ty unif ied in time and spac e.

Flags conveys BayardÕs distr ess: he is caught up in a tr aumatic

after lif e of pr evious events. He is still a t tha t earlier stage, o vertaken

and penetr ated. Something unspe akable happened in the w ar and

holds him prisoner no w. The closest Faulkner c omes to unlocking

BayardÕs inner w ound is to describe i t as ruptur ed Òwith g hosts

of a thing hig h-pi tche d as a hysteria.Ó Faulkner has no in ter est in

narr ating this Òthing hig h-pi tche d;Ó he focuses inste ad on i ts

disturbing af ter effects. Bayard at tr acts Faulkner to the e xten t tha t

he is ÒabsentÓ here and now, beyond the r each of ther apy. Intensi ty

of por tr ait and d ysfunc tion o f char acter go hand in hand. Ba yardÕs

distr ess was obviousl y based on tha t o f Donald Mahan, the w ounde d

protagonist o f SoldiersÕ Pay. But Faulkner has not y et f igur ed out

how to cr aft the pr ose thatÑin y oking then wi th no w, ther e wi th

hereÑwill danc e its manic fusion inside Ba yard and make his

wound come to lif e. He finall y f igur es it out in the tormen ted

Quentin Compson o f The Sound and the Fury:

I have committed incest I said F ather it was I it was not Dalton

Ames. And when he put D alton Ames. D alton Ames. D alton

Ames. When he put the pistol in m y hand I didn Õt. ThatÕs

why I didn Õt. He would be ther e and she would and I w ould.

Dalton Ames. D alton Ames. D alton Ames. I f we could ha ve
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just done some thing so dr eadful and Father said Tha tÕs sad

too pe ople cannot do an ything tha t dr eadful the y cannot do

anything v ery dr eadful at all the y cannot e ven remember

tomorr ow wha t seemed dr eadful toda y and I said, You can

shir k all things and he said, Ah c an you. And I will look

down and see my murmuring bones and the de ep water lik e

wind, lik e a roof of wind, and af ter a long time the y cannot

distinguish e ven bones upon the lonel y and in violate sand.

Until on the da y when H e says Rise only the f lat-ir on w ould

come f loating up. I tÕs not when y ou r ealise tha t nothing c an

help youÑr elig ion, pride, an ythingÑi tÕs when you r ealise tha t

you don Õt need any aid. Dalton Ames. D alton Ames. D alton

Ames. If I c ould ha ve been his mother l ying wi th open bod y

lif ted laughing, holding his fa ther wi th m y hand r efr aining,

seeing, watching him die bef ore he lived. One minute she was

standing in the door .

To f ind his w ay in to Quen tin Õs ungr ammatic al anguish, Faulkner

had to ruptur e proper syn tax. No less, Quentin Õs mind is no longer

tr eated as something unif ied in spac e and time. T raditional

narr ativ e fr ames its materials in sen tenc es shaped by subject, verb,

and pr edicate. Such de corous sentenc es render FlagsÕs Bayard as

a coher ent doer perf orming his discr ete deed (however tr oubled).

But not Quen tin. FaulknerÕs prose for wri ting him has br oken fr ee.

Quentin Õs phr ases either lack v erbs or mix them up

indiscrimina tel yÑpr esent perf ect, past, c ondi tional, c ondi tional

perf ect, pr esent, futur e. The 19th-c entur y tools f or r epresentation

that Faulkner inheri ted could onl y narr ate char acter as a something

seen fr om a distanc e and gather ed in to wholeness, in black and

whi te, so to spe ak. By contr ast, Faulkner kne w tha t the psy che

under enormous str ess was radically dif ferentÑi t w as in motion, in

full c olor , penetr ated by absent f orces, hur tling thr ough space and

time.

To articula te tha t color , FaulknerÕs prose had to r eposition his

characterÕs mind in spac e, time, and the f ield o f others. M ost o f all,
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Faulkner had to ge t his o wn narr ator out o f the sc ene of wri ting.

He had to dr amatiz e his char acterÕs distr ess as though it w ere

happening on i ts own, wi thout Fa ulknerÕs narr ator telling i t. Thus,

we get Quen tin Õs frantic mind c areening be tween dif ferent spaces

and nonsequential times. N o less, this Quen tin is dr owning in the

force-f ield o f absent others. S paces in this passage lose their

distinc tiv eness. Events tha t happene d in dif ferent plac es are

narr ativ ely jumble d toge ther Ñwhich is e xactl y how the y explode

wi thin Quen tin Õs distr essed mind. The sc ene the pr evious summer

wi th Cadd yÕs first lo ver, Dalton Ames, shif ts abruptl y to his dar k

conversations wi th Father . Then Faulkner tak es us to Quen tin Õs

fantasy of looking do wn on himself as a suicide so de ep in the w aters

of the Char les River tha t even ChristÕs call for r esurr ection will fail

to mak e him stir . Finally, Faulkner tak es the r eader to Quen tin Õs even

str anger fan tasy of being secretl y pr esent at AmesÕs conception. I n

this fan tasy, incr edibl y, Quentin imag ines himself as AmesÕs mother

removing AmesÕs fatherÕs penis just bef ore ejaculation, thus killing

Ames before he could be c onceived.

Faulkner der anges the r epresentation o f time e ven mor e

forcefull y. He presses together the D alton Ames momen t, the Cadd y

at the door momen t, and the momen t wi th Father . Pressed toge ther ,

yet kept apar t: the momen ts are not fuse d but c onfused. TimeÕs

forward motion (per haps the de epest assumption our sani ty

requir es and that conventional narr ativ e blessedly supplies )

disappears. Finally, the clamor ousness of absent others inside the

self is beyond pacif ying. Quen tin Õs mind is a def ectiv e tr ansformer;

incompatible human v oices pass through it lik e electric char ges.

He is a figur e composed of scr eaming phr ases, some spoken, some

remember ed, some fantasized, none assimila ted, and none

forget table. I n Quen tin Compson, Fa ulkner pr oduc ed his most

memor able char acter c aught in multiple times and spla yed out in to

multiple spac es. No less, Quentin is pene tr ated by multiple others,

most o f them absen t. I t is inc onceivable tha t any of this c ould be

said in a simple fashion.

The sound and fur y of distr ess: the phr asing registers both the
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ti tle o f FaulknerÕs first masterpie ce and its core concern. Or ( to use

Faulknerian terms in tr oduc ed earlier ), life as it assaults us in the

fier ce zoom lens o f is. This is pr esent consciousness under str ess, its

jagged edges unsoftened by the r etr ospectiv e wide-ang led or dering

of was. Opening this no vel in the disor dered mind o f the idiot Ben jy

Compson, Faulkner narr ates events before any reader can

understand them. H e hur ls us in to the g lass before it has been

retr ospectiv ely cleansed of i ts gnats, tacks, and f issures. The

passage quoted above comes fr om the se cond chapter , the

monologue o f BenjyÕs suicidal br other , Quentin. The thir d chapter

will a t tend to the embi t ter ed thir d br other , Jason. Each chapter

adheres claustr ophobic ally to the limi ted optics a vailable to i ts

distr essed f irst-person narr ator . Only in the f inal chapter does

Faulkner se ek to bring i t all toge ther . And it does c ome toge ther as

a Southern tr agedy narr ated (in thr ee of i ts four chapters ) during

Easter weekend in 1928. But no gr ace hovers on the no velÕs

horiz onÑther e is no risen Christ to sa ve the lost Compsons.

Yet, when the no vel ends, we come away wi th a f eeling tha t is the

opposite o f MacbethÕs nihilistic phr ase, Òsignif ying nothing. Ó Instead,

we all but chok e on how much Fa ulkner has manage d to signif y in

barely 200 pages. We now kno w the mother who will not mother ,

the fa ther who is drinking himself to de ath, and the blacks who do

their best to k eep this c ollapsing famil y fr om falling apar t faster .

Most o f all, w e know the unpar ented and disorien ted Compson

childr en: the disable d Benjy, the suicidal Quen tin, the runa way

Caddy (the onl y gir l), and the last bo y, Jason. He, it turns out, is the

only one still standing in 1928 ( the no velÕs present time ). Yet, no w

grown up, Jason is the most abusiv e of them all. This en tir e famil y

histor y is unf orgivable, but The Sound and the Fury blames none o f

the Compsons f or being who and wha tÑfor o verwhelming cultur al

reasonsÑthey had to be come.

Realizing tha t Flagswould ne ver see the lig ht o f day (at le ast in his

lif etimeÑi t w as finall y publishe d a decade after his de ath, in 1973),

Faulkner spok e of a door being close d. Finally, he thoug ht, he could

wri te wholl y for himself. H e would long r emember the e cstasy he
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felt during the c omposi tion o f The Sound and the Fury. He li ter ally

did not kno w, day by day, what w as coming on the ne xt page. All

he was sure of was that i t w ould be fr esh, rig ht, and en tir ely his

own. He never expected the book to be publishe d, but when H al

Smi th surprising ly said yes, a masterwork appeared. Few cri tics had

a clue about wha t to mak e of this e xtr aordinar y novel. However,

one r eviewer, Evelyn Scot t, gr asped what Faulkner had wr ought:

ÒHere is beaut y sprung fr om the perf ect realization of wha t a mor e

limi ting mor ality would describe as ug liness,Ó she wrote. ÒHere is a

humani ty strippe d of wha t w as claimed for i t by the Vic torians, and

the spectacle is mo ving as no sugar -c oated dr ama could ever be.Ó

As I Lay Dying follo wed The Sound and the Fury. Wri t ten in bar ely

seven weeks, it is even leaner and mor e jagged. The no vel centers

on something one mig ht think be yond f iction Õs capacity to say: Òthat

pride, tha t furious desir e to hide tha t abject nak edness which w e

bring her e wi th us . . . carr y stubbornl y wi th us in to the e arth again.Ó

It pr obes the barriers w e draw on to c onceal our psy chic nak edness

fr om others; i t also gr asps the distr ess that oc curs when those

barriers ar e breached. Many of the bookÕs 59 chapters ar ticula te the

selfÕs imprisoning in wardness. Oddly enoug h, this is an in wardness

experienc ed even in the pr esence of others: Addie B undr en, the

dead mother , had felt her imprisonmen t inside herself the most

keenly. Her awareness (earlier , as a teacher) of her studen ts Òeach

wi th his and her se cret and self ish thoug htÓ drove her wild. She

would whip them wi th a swi tch, thinking wi th each blow, ÒNow you

are aware of me! Now I am some thing in y our secret and self ish lif e,

who ha ve marked your blood wi th m y own f or ever and ever.Ó Mere

words between teacher and studen ts could not cr oss this divide.

ÒWe had had to use one another b y words lik e spiders dang ling

by their mouths fr om a beam, swing ing and t wisting and ne ver

touching, and tha t onl y thr ough the blo ws of the swi tch c ould m y

blood and their blood f low as one str eam.Ó

Words that swing and t wist and ne ver touch ar e no good. The y

do not r each the other person wi th their f orce intact, and the y fail

to pene tr ate the pride-installe d boundaries tha t pr otect each selfÕs
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lif elong nak edness. What is ne eded are words that hur t and br eak

thr ough the selfÕs defenses. AddieÕs insulated husband, Anse, will go

to his gr ave unmar ked and vir ginal (despite his ha ving fa ther ed four

childr en). He has remained cr adled thr oughout his lif e, thanks to the

cot ton y protection o f the w ords he lives within and tak es to be r eal.

The Sound and the Fury was FaulknerÕs first no vel to he w i ts w ay

into ÒwordlessÓ territor y. In i t, he t wiste d syntax and pr ocedur e wi th

unpr ecedented violenc e; in doing so, he char ged tha t no vel wi th

something r arely seen before: it enac ts (lik e As I Lay Dying ) less a

saying tha t goes in to the air than a doing tha t Ògoes along the e arth.Ó

It seeks not to en ter tain or deliv er truths, but aims to pene tr ate the

readerÕs heart.

Wi th these t wo novels behind him, the e ven star ker Sanctuar y

appeared in 1931. It is no surprise tha t these thr ee back-to-back

books catapulte d Faulkner in to fame and r ecogni tion as Americ aÕs

most po werful no velist. Never again w ould Faulkner wri te the

drama of stumbling wi th mor e brutal f orce. Sanctuar y became

notorious, and i t w ould r emain, thr oughout his lif e, the one no vel

that pige onhole d his iden ti ty. For countless people who ne ver even

read the book, i t establishe d Faulkner as the Òcorn-c ob man,Ó

because they thoug ht Sanctuar y center ed on the horrif ic cornc ob

rape of i ts main char acter , Temple Dr ake. The fact tha t this sc ene is

all but undisc overable in the publishe d novel mat ter ed li t tle to those

who hadn Õt read it anyway. But f or Faulkner , comple ting the book

posed a unique challenge.

He had conceived it in 1928 as a potboiler , a stor y based on

the most lurid plot he c ould imag ineÑÒa cheap idea,Ó as he liked

to c all i t. Af ter r eading the manuscript, his friend and e ditor , Hal

Smi th, w as sure that the book w as unpublishable. I f the y released it,

Smi th told Fa ulkner , ÒWeÕll both be in jail.Ó But, f or unkno wn r easons,

Smi th change d his mind in 1931, and Faulkner suddenl y received the

galleys. This half -f orgot ten no velÑstar ted before The Sound and the

Fury or As I Lay Dying , and dr opped fr om sight f or t wo yearsÑwas

now going to se e the lig ht. Faulkner w as aghast at wha t the galle ys

for Sanctuar y revealed. He had in the in terim be come a dif ferent
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wri ter , so how could he publish Sanctuar y wi thout tarnishing the

achievement he had wr ought in the pr evious t wo masterpie ces? His

answer w as to revise it thor oughly, and entir ely at his o wn expense.

The r esulting no vel is per haps the one tha t spar ks the most

disagreements among FaulknerÕs cri tics and r eaders alik e. French

cri tics w ere the f irst to c elebr ate Sanctuar y. And the y were not just

any French cri tics, but some o f the most r evered names in 20th-

centur y Western cultur e: Jean-Paul Sartr e, AndrŽ Malraux, and

Alber t Camus. (Malr aux memor ably char acteriz ed Sanctuar y as the

union o f Greek tr agedy and the de tectiv e novel.) It w ould tak e

decades before Americ an commen tar y on Faulkner c aught up wi th

their le vel of sophistic ation. P erhaps as well, a French penchan t

for the ble aker Faulkner has Sanctuar y ranking so hig h for so long.

The novelÕs cast of char acters, at any rate, is close to unr elievedly

sordid. The y include a def orme d under wor ld f igur e named Popeye,

a senile old man name d Pap, a half-wi t name d Tomm y, and a crew of

violen t bootleggers. I nto this mix c omes, by the she er misf or tune o f

a car acciden t, a drunk en young Oxford man as pr eten tious as he is

out o f his depth. And wi th him, his unf or tuna te date, the f lir tatious

young Ole Miss under graduate (and the da ughter o f a judge), Temple

Drake. At Frenchman Õs Bend (wher e the bootleggers c arr y out their

tr ade), surr ounde d by these lawless men, she will me et her fa te.

Here is how Faulkner wri tes her distr ess:

She snatche d it [her hand] up wi th a w ailing shriek, clapping

it against her mouth, and turne d and r an toward the door .

The woman caught her arm . . . and T emple spr ang back

into the ki tchen. . . . ÒLet go,Ó she whispered, Òlet go! Le t

go!Ó She surged and plunge d, grinding the w omanÕs hand

against the door j amb un til she w as free. She sprang fr om

the por ch and r an toward the barn . . . Then suddenl y she

ran upside do wn in a rushing in ter val; she could see her legs

still running in spac e, and she struck lig htl y and solidl y on

her back and la y still . . . H er hand mo ved in the substanc e

in which she la y, then she r emember ed the r at . . . Her whole
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body surged in an in volute d spurning mo vement . . . so that

she f lung her hands out and c aught herself uprig ht . . . her

face not t welve inches fr om the cr oss beam on which the r at

crouched. For an instan t the y star ed eye to eye, then i ts eyes

glowed suddenl y lik e two tin y electric bul bs and it le aped

at her he ad just as she spr ang backward, tr eading again on

something tha t r olled under her f oot. She fell to ward the

opposite c orner , on her fac e in the hulls and a f ew scat ter ed

corn-c obs gnawed bone-cle an . . . Then she got to her f eet

and spr ang at the door . . . r asping at the planks wi th her bar e

hands.

This entir e passage registers the ongoing r ape of Temple, hours

before the actual inciden t oc curs. None of the ma terial surfac es

near her ac commoda te contact wi th her bod y: kitchen door and

barn door , the other w omanÕs hand, her o wn hand, her o wn legs,

and scat ter ed corn-c obs (for the momen t harmless ). These enti ties

seem wir ed, gone awr y, capable of ÒraspingÓ her. Charged wi th

hostili ty, they align wi th the r at. As in a nig htmar e, the r at tha t is

glimpse d will ne xt be onl y 12 inches from TempleÕs face. It star es at

her as thoug h it kno ws her; then i t le aps. As in a nightmar e, she can

escape nothing tha t en ters her spac e.

The power of Sanctuar y lodges in passages such as this. Faulkner

cannot tak e his eye off wha t is being done to T emple at Frenchman Õs

Bend. Layer af ter la yer, the sanctuaries tha t pr otect her iden ti ty

are strippe d away. The assault is both bodil y and psycholog ical.

ÒMy fatherÕs a judge,Ó she wails, as she seeks to smile, cringe, or

fantasize her w ay back in to securi ty. Her def enses are rippe d fr om

her, andÑhooked on booz e and riddle d wi th lustÑshe be comes, for

the last thir d of the book, a deniz en of the M emphis under wor ld.

She has traded Daddy (her fa ther the judge ) for ÒDaddyÓ (Popeye).

Impoten t himself, he mak es orgasmic, whinn ying noises as he

stands by her be d. As thoug h mesmeriz ed, he watches her wri the

in in ter course wi th his delega ted substi tute, Red. Waiting f or Red,

Temple Òfelt long shuddering w aves of physical desir e going o ver
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her, draining the c olor fr om her mouth, dr awing her e yeballs back

into her skull in a shuddering sw oon.ÓHer dr awn-back e yeballs

recall the r atÕs glowing ones. Living cr eatur es are accessed as body

par ts enliv ened by instinc t; the y surge and glow, and ÒShe could tell

all of them b y the w ay the y br eathed.Ó The human wor ld, strippe d of

its sanctuaries, tr ansforms in to a barn yard.

Sanctuar y joine d As I Lay Dying as a sort o f narr ativ e experimen t

in ho w much pr essure people can bear. In both no vels, Faulkner

submi ts the habi ts and pie ties o f his c entr al f igur es to an all-but-

apocalyptic assault. These include f lood and f ir e in the one no vel

and the under wor ld of Frenchman Õs Bend and Memphis in the other .

He does this to disc over wha t, under the impr ess of tha t assault,

those f igur es will be come. Wi th almost inhuman de tachmen t, he

experimen ts wi th his char acters, pushing them past the c ondi tions

that sustain their c oher ence, making them stumble out o f their

familiar iden ti ty.

It is a shor t step to mo ve from Òalmost inhuman Ó and arrive

at Òmisogynistic. Ó Many readersÑoffended by the abuse inf lic ted on

TempleÑtak e that step. Some of the abuse T emple endur es suppor ts

such a reading. The novel indulges in r ecurr ent sneers about

TempleÕs privilege, dila ting on her ignor ance of everything outside

her famil yÕs genteel, pr otected wor ld. To tha t exten t, Sanctuar y can

be seen as commi t ted to Òteaching her a lesson.ÓYet, Temple le arns

no lesson. The book is dar ker than an y pedagogic purpose c an

illumina te. ÒItÕs like ther e was a fellow in e very man,Ó Cash Bundr en

thinks a t the c onclusion o f As I Lay Dying , ÒthatÕs done a-past the

sanity or the insani ty, that w atches the sane and the insane doings

of tha t man wi th the same horr or and the same astonishmen t.Ó

Temple r eveals such sanity/insani ty as she is being raped:

Then I said Tha t w ont do. I oug ht to be a man. So I w as an

old man, wi th a long whi te beard, and then the li t tle black

man got li t tler and li t tler and I w as saying N ow. You see now.

IÕm a man no w. Then I thoug ht about being a man, and as

soon as I thoug ht i t, i t happene d. It made a kind o f plopping
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sound, lik e blowing a li t tle rubber tube wr ong-side out ward.

It f elt c old, lik e the inside o f your mouth when y ou hold i t

open. I could f eel i t, and I la y rig ht still to k eep fr om laughing

about ho w surprise d he w as going to be. I c ould f eel the

jerking going inside m y knick ers ahead of his hand and me

lying ther e tr ying not to la ugh about ho w surprise d and mad

he was going to be in a minute.

In this passage, we encounter T empleÕs tr auma i tself. Faulkner

doesnÕt narrate i t; r ather , he makes it speak. The fantasy-narr ativ e it

speaks both r eveals and conceals the assault she is under going. We

see everything ma teriall y relevantÑthe c ornc ob, the in vaded body,

the jer king f lesh. But w e see it fan tastic ally reconf igur ed. That is,

we see the cr azily cr oss-gender ed scenario tha t her def enses have

summone d in to being if she is to sur vive the r ape. In The Sound and

the Fury, Quentin fan tasized himself as D alton AmesÕs mother in a

scene of in ter course. He imagined her wi thdr awing her husbandÕs

penis bef ore ejaculation, thus killing Ames bef ore he was conceived.

No less bizarr ely, Temple has fan tasized herself on to an impossible

stage. WonÕt Popeye be surprise d, she now thinks, to disc over she

has become an old man wi th a long whi te beard? Faulkner d wells

less on what is done to T emple than on wha t she fr antic ally does

wi th wha t is done to her .

Her doing is psy chic alone be cause ther e is no other w ay of

escaping Popeye. He co-opts ma terial r eality; she absents herself

thr ough psychic fan tasy. The poetr y of this passage is the poe tr y

of TempleÕs outr aged system o f def enses. Inasmuch as the def enses

are ther e to pr event such outr age, FaulknerÕs prose finds i ts w ay

to TempleÕs very core. With horr or and astonishmen t, w e hear her

psyche speak. What i t speaks is no barn yard, no r elease of animal

instinc t. I t speaks a kind o f pain tha t onl y human beings, on the r ack,

are capable of.

Faulkner c alled this no vel a cheap idea, a potboiler . His cri tics

looked deeper and g limpse d the psycholog ical insig hts of Fyodor

Dostoevsky. Faulkner claime d not to ha ve read the Russian authorÕs
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books, but he said tha t about a lot o f wri ters. Secret shar ersÑthe

term is J oseph Conr adÕs, a wri ter Faulkner ne ver diso wnedÑwere

his imag inativ e company. His great w ork penetr ates beneath the

sanctuaries tha t sustain iden ti ty. It undoes those c onceptual

bulwarks wi thin which w e can claim tha t w e are thus and so, and

not other wise. Exerting str ong pr essure, these novels come upon

unspeakable tr ansforma tions. I t is as thoug h, deep down, humans

were alter able plasma r ather than f ixed essence. The one who

wri tes a misog ynistic potboiler Ña man who sees his dif ference from

a woman as absolute, who narr ativ ely abuses her and belie ves she

deserves what she getsÑis the c orn-c ob man. But the one who

stages the nig htmarish tr ansferences that stalk our da ytime

iden ti ties is a genius. The y are both Faulkner , and it took them both

to wri te Sanctuar y.

The novel was published in Februar y 1931. On a personal front, i t

was a diff icult time f or Faulkner and Estelle. The pr evious year the y

had moved in to a new home, Rowan Oak, and were now expecting

a child. But the pr egnancy had been dif f icult, and the bab y was

born t wo mon ths early, on an ic y nig ht in January 1931. They named

her Alabama, af ter his belo ved great-a unt, but the tin y infan t w as

imme diatel y sick and she w orsened ste adily. Despite every move the

desperate Faulkner c ould think o fÑincluding a f everish search for an

incuba tor impossible to loc ate outside o f MemphisÑAlabama died

10 days later . The weakened and hospi taliz ed Estelle ne ver saw her

child aliv e.

Once mor e, Faulkner r ecogniz ed his po werlessness before the

assault o f isÑas thoug h his infan tÕs irr eversible de cline sta yed

mocking ly in advance of any counter -me asures he could c obble

together . Alabama would ha unt him la ter; her unliv ed possibili ties

would appe ar to him as unc annil y pr efigur ed in the e arlier genesis

of his he artÕs darling, Cadd y Compson. ÒSo I, who never had a sister ,Ó

he wr ote in a 1933 pr eface to The Sound and the Fury, Òand was fated

to lose m y daughter in infanc y, set out to mak e myself a beautiful

and tr agic li t tle g ir l.Ó The peace of was, the turmoil o f is. He had

been unable to sa ve his daughter during the assa ult o f is. But he
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repossessed her imag inativ ely and r etr ospectiv ely, yet in ad vance of

her actual bir th. Aligning his de ad baby wi th his immor tal Caddy,

he bestowed on her (in tha t 1933 preface) a fullness of meaning she

could not ha ve possessed tha t dar k day in January 1931.

Estelle r emained weak that en tir e spring and in to the summer as

well. Faulkner badl y needed mone y to k eep his household in tact;

he had alr eady missed the Mar ch mor tgage payment. In dr oves, he

began to submi t shor t stories to the na tional journals. The r ejection

let ters c ame back, also in dr oves. Then something dif ferent arriv ed

in the mail. Pr ofessor James Wilson o f the Univ ersi ty of Vir ginia

wr ote to in vite him to a c onference of Southern wri ters, to be

held in Char lot tesville la ter tha t year. The conference had been

instiga ted by the no velist Ellen Glasgo w and w as suppor ted by

notables such as wri ters Thomas W olfe, Paul Gr een, and Sherwood

Anderson, philosopher Donald D avidson, and poe t Allen T ate. I ts

aim w as to shed lig ht on the r ecent f lourishing o f Southern le t ters.

Sanctuar y had been publishe d in Februar y 1931, to a flurr y of cri tic al

responses. The Sound and the Fury and As I Lay Dying had appeared

shor tl y before that. The la t ter w as now line d up f or tr anslation

into Fr ench. Faulkner had become pr et ty hard to ignor e, and the

conference organizers wanted him to be among their 34 a t tende es.

He responded to their in vitation wi th a le t ter tha t r evealed his

misgivings even while agr eeing to par ticipa te:

Dear Mr WilsonÑ

Thank you for y our in vitation. I w ould lik e very much to

avail myself of i t, wha t wi th y our le t terÕs pleasing assurance

that loopholes will be supplie d to them who ha ve

peculiari ties about social gambi ts. You have seen a countr y

wagon come in to to wn, wi th a hound dog under the w agon.

It stops on the Squar e and the f olks get out, but tha t hound

never gets very far fr om tha t w agon. He might be c ajoled or

scared out f or a shor t distanc e, but f irst thing y ou kno w he

has scut tle d back under the w agon; maybe he gr owls at you

a lit tle. Well, tha tÕs me . . .
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He was apprehensive when he arriv ed in Char lot tesville. Appar entl y

his f irst w ords to his host w ere, ÒKnow wher e I can get a drink?Ó

Since Prohibi tion w as still in ef fect, the host took him to his o wn

bootleg supplier . Cushioned by a bot tle o f corn whisk ey, the t wo of

them spen t a convivial evening toge ther . But as the c onference got

under w ay, things spir aled out o f contr ol. Faulkner appe ared at the

first me eting w earing wha t Paul Gr een took to be an a viatorÕs cap.

Swif tl y he became the f ocal poin t o f the c onference. His response

to this un wonted at ten tion w as to hi t the bot tle even mor e

aggressively. ÒBill Faulkner had arriv ed and got drunk, Ó Sherwood

Anderson la ter r epor ted. Allen Tate r ecalled FaulknerÕs asking TateÕs

wif e wher e he could ge t another drink, then v omi ting on her dr ess.

His friends kne w he had to be e xtric ated, and soon. Paul Gr een and

Hal Smi th got him in to a car and dr ove him to N ew York. Faulkner

seems to have been steadily drinking the whole time. As the y passed

thr ough Washington, D .C., he invited a polic eman the y cr ossed on

the str eet to join them f or y et another tipple. On O ctober 26, the y

finall y arriv ed in N ew York.

An unbearable posse of at ten tion w as waiting f or him. H arold

Guinzbur g of Viking, Alfr ed Knop f of Knop f, and Bennet t Cerf o f

Random House were ther e, each determine d to sign him up. Fac ed

wi th all this a t ten tion, Faulkner be came even mor e anxious and

stepped up the drinking. During these t wo weeks, he was out o f

contr ol. When the ac tr ess Tallulah Bankhe ad begged him to do a

screenplay for her , he wr ote Estelle: ÒThe contr act is to be signe d

today, for about $10,000 .Ó (Nothing e ver came of this pr oject.) A

couple o f days later he wr ote Estelle again: ÒI have created qui te a

sensation . . . I n fact, I have learned wi th astonishmen t tha t I am no w

the most impor tant f igur e in Americ an let ters.Ó

In fact, Òastonishmen tÓ and inebriation se em to ha ve

characteriz ed the six w eeks of FaulknerÕs frantic, alc ohol-fuele d stay

in New York. Once he had met Lillian H ellman, D ashiell H ammet t,

and Nathaniel W est, he was surrounde d by a peerless crew of fellow

boozers. He was passing out in public plac es frequentl y enoug h

for H al Smi th to c ontact FaulknerÕs friend Ben W asson for help.
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Wasson urged Estelle to c ome up quickl y to N ew York and r escue

her husband; she took the tr ain and arriv ed at the beg inning o f

December . But her pr esence seemed to add fuel to the f ir e rather

than c alm things do wn. Bennet t Cerf r emember ed her standing a t

the windo w of his apar tmen t on Cen tr al Park South, at one o f his

par ties. She remarked on the be aut y of the vie w outside, sa ying

to him: ÒI feel just lik e thr owing m yself out the windo w.Ó Cerf was

alarmed: ÒOh, Estelle, you don Õt mean that.Ó She stared at him and

said, ÒOf cour se I do.Ó Wri ter Dor oth y Parker spok e of EstelleÕs

ripping her dr ess and at tempting to le ap out the windo w of ParkerÕs

Algonquin H otel r ooms. Another o f their ne w acquain tanc es,

playwrig ht Mar c Connell y, remember ed her losing c ontr ol at a

social gathering one nig ht. Faulkner w as next to her , engaged in

conversation, when he notic ed what w as happening. Wi th no

expr ession on his fac e, he reached out and slappe d her , very hard.

She returne d imme diatel y to normal, and he c ontinue d his

conversation.

This whir lwind outburst o f manic beha vior laste d fr om late

October to mid-De cember o f 1931. Faulkner had long be en a heavy

drink er, but some thing ne wly disturbing se emed to emer ge during

the Univ ersi ty of Vir ginia f iasco. ÒYou kno w tha t sta te I seem to ge t

into when pe ople come to se e me and I beg in to visualiz e a kind o f

jail corridor o f li ter ary talk,Ó he wrote a friend about the c onference

debacle. Earlier , we recall, he had vie wed his appr oaching and

inescapable marriage wi th Estelle as a sor t o f Òjail corridor .ÓBut

the r easons for this la ter f eeling o f claustr ophobia w ere dif ferent:

Faulkner c ould not f orget tha tÑho wever deliber atel yÑhe had not

gone past the 11th grade, so he had no business speaking to these

li ter ary people. He requir ed silenc e for his sani ty and to ge t his w ork

done. His in tense bond wi th his books w as speechlessly enacted in

wri ting them, not in talking about them la ter . He may have sought

the widest r ecogni tion, but mor e than tha t, viscerally, he was a

hound dog tha t w anted to sta y scut tle d under the w agon. Is it any

wonder tha t his gr eatest f ictionÑincluding the thr ee novels that

launche d the N ew York fr enzyÑcenters on the unpr eparedness
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experienc ed during momen ts of crisis? The assault o f wha t you are

not r eady for, the outr age of is? This rhythm o f stumbling mar ked

his lif e, and it mar ks his greatest f iction as w ell.
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3. Flight and Fall

T he romance of f light began early. The Wrig ht

brothersÑstar ting wi th nothing and ending wi th the gr and

priz eÑhad been enshrine d as Americ an heroes. As a kid, Faulkner

had persuade d his siblings to build their o wn air craft. They used

rot ten w ood, rust y nails, gr ocery bags, wrapping paper , and a design

taken fr om a boysÕ magazine. After several weeks, William de cided

to g ive the plane i ts trial run. The c ollapse tha t f ollo wed eeril y

foreshadowed some subsequent at tempts to tak e to the air .

As his brother John w ould la ter r ecall, at about the same time

ther e was another airborne ad ventur e. At one o f the loc al fairs,

the most spe ctacular stun t in volved the e xploi ts of a scruf fy self-

proclaime d airman. This f ellow w ould arriv e on the sc ene already

drunk, c arr ying a par achute and a huge c anvas bag. The plan was

to f ill the bag wi th hot air to the poin t wher e, with him a t tached

below, it w ould rise in to the air . While the bag w as filling, the

airman ste adily curse d and clamor ed for mor e booze, his eyes red

and str eaming, thanks to the smok e and f lames. Once the balloon

seemed ready, its inebria ted passenger w ould fasten his par achute

harness and str ap himself in. B y the time the balloon star ted i ts

climb, the Falkner bo ysÕ excitemen t w ould be be yond c ontaining.

They ran at full spe ed, follo wing the airborne balloon, hoping to

see the pilot mak e his escape. They came upon him minutes la ter ,

already on the gr ound and so drunk tha t he har dly felt the violenc e

of his abor tiv e landing. Drink, gr ease, cursing, and desper ate risk:

Faulkner ma y fr om the beg inning ha ve carrie d these associations

wi th the human a t tempt to f ly. They were probably revivif ied during

the 1930s when he avidl y watche d scruf fy barnstorming f lyers

perf orm their dar edevil stun ts at county fairsÑthe y ears prior to his

wri ting Pylon.

In 1918, his only alterna tiv e to Estelle Õs marriage to Fr anklin had

been a protr acted at tempt to f ight in the Gr eat War. Whether tha t
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would be made possible in Americ a or Canada, Faulkner in variabl y

insiste d on joining the Air For ce. The let ters RAF (Royal Air For ce)

would r emain a pr ecious acr onym he ne ver tir ed of men tioning. H is

f ive months o f f light tr aining in Canada not onl y gave him ma terial

for a number o f stories and, a t le ast, four no vels, but the y also

nur tur ed his fascina tion wi th the me chanics o f f lightÑwi th the

fr agile and mur derous beaut y of air craft. He could not ge t enoug h

of the planes, and his sk etches o f them w ere exquisi tel y pr ecise.

What most dr ew him to these f lying machines, i t seems, was their

apparent w eightlessness. They were mere ÒkitesÓ construc ted of

wood and c anvas and wir e, powered by untrust wor th y engines.

Soon Faulkner c ould distinguish e xper tl y among the dif ferent

mili tar y cr aft at the air base, and he w as wri ting home to his mother

of solo f lights. These vigne t tes would la ter

expandÑballoonistic allyÑinto mor e high-f lying fan tasy. Flights,

crashes, and injuries: he asser ted all o f these wi th gr eat ener gy,

thoug h no evidenc e suppor ts the claims.

As early as 1919, Faulkner w as squirming o ver his f lying

predicament. ÒEverybody thinks I c an f ly, but I c anÕt,Ó he told a pilot

friend a t the Univ ersi ty of Mississippi. The onl y remedy was to tak e

lessons on the sl y, off and on f or the ne xt de cade. As soon as he

expected bigger mone y to c ome his w ayÑroyalties an ticipa ted fr om

the notorious Sanctuar y (1931)Ñhe returne d to the f lying pr oject.

Vernon Omlie, a pr ofessional instruc tor , taught him all spring o f

1933. The training took plac e in Omlie Õs powerful W aco F biplane.

Faulkner lif ted off for his f irst solo f light on April 20 o f tha t year. By

the fall, he w as conf iden t enoug h of his abili ties to pur chase OmlieÕs

Waco at the c onsider able costÑfor the timeÑo f $6000 . Considering

that thr ee years earlier he had paid the same amoun t to pur chase

his home, Rowan Oak, and i ts four acr es, we get a measure of how

far he w ould go to indulge his f lying obsession. Faulkner ador ed

this plane, and i t elici ted one o f the r are photos o f him smiling tha t

exists. I n i t, heÕs grinning br oadly, his hand extende d possessively

toward his Waco as thoug h it w ere a precious obje ct he had ne ver

believed he mig ht own.
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The subsequent step se emed obvious. He wanted his thr ee

younger br others to be come as passionate about f lying as he w as.

That turne d out to be e asy, and soon enoug hÑbarnstorming

together acr oss several countiesÑthe y were collectiv ely known as

Òthe flying Falkners.Ó Not long ther eafter , it became clear to

Faulkner tha t his y oungest br other De an, thoug h unable to suppor t

himself f inanciall y, was the most talen ted f lyer of them all. Fa ulkner

adored this y oungest sibling, and De an recipr ocated the f eeling. H e

even cultiv ated a thin mustache tha t r esembled FaulknerÕs, and he

added a ÒuÓ to his name so as to tighten their bond. So Fa ulkner

sold Dean the W aco, at a pric e so low as to mak e it vir tuall y a gif t.

The tr ansaction appar entl y worked. Dean marrie d the w oman he

had been engaged to and began to e arn a decent living g iving f lying

lessons.

Flying w as on FaulknerÕs mind in other w ays as well. In the fall o f

1934, he suddenly began to wri teÑat br eakneck speedÑa new no vel,

Pylon. It w as devoted to the madness o f barnstormers scr apping

to mak e a living hig h in the air . He comple ted his manuscript in

just t wo mon ths because, one supposes, the lar ger challenge o f

domina ting the air had be en on his mind f or y ears. He had grown up

seeing dar edevils risking hot-air balloon rides a t the c arniv als of his

childhood. Bef ore, during, and af ter his R AF stint in T oronto during

the w ar years, he was fascinated wi th airplanes; in 1935, Pylon was

born out o f this obsession.

Linguistic ally, it is FaulknerÕs most extr avagant no vel. Its

sentenc es burst a t their se am, as thoug h the y were land-

constr ained, striving to rise in to the air . Of the planes themsel ves

Faulkner wr ote:

Creatur es imbued wi th motion thoug h not wi th lif e and

incompr ehensible to the pun y cr awling pain webbed globe,

inc apable of suf fering, w ombed and born c omple te and

instan taneous, cunning in tric ate and de adly, from out some

blind ir on batcave of the e arthÕs prime f oundation.

The sour ce of his fascina tion wi th f lying le aps off the page her e: the
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inhuman po wer of the planes. The y pulse wi th c apacities tha t mock

self-impose d human limi ts. They tr anscend conventions er ected to

make lif e safe, organized, mutual. Fr ee of the messiness o f human

at tachmen t (lif e on the Òpainwebbed globeÓ), they beam for th she er

autonomous spe ed.

The pilots who f ly them, drunk on such spe ed, have abandoned all

calculations tha t sustain lif e on the land. As one o f the pilots sa ys

about the r aces in Pylon, ÒAnd the ship is all rig ht, except y ou wonÕt

know un til y ou are in the air whe ther or not y ou can take it o ff

and you wonÕt know un til y ou are back on the gr ound and standing

up again whe ther or not y ou can land i t.Ó You also wonÕt know if

youÕll survive until af ter ward. No pr eparation is an y good. So much

for plans to master lif e in time, to c alculate bef ore and after . To f ly

those ÒkitesÓ was to experienc e time as pur e presence.

ÒBreathing is a sig ht-dr aft dated yesterday,ÓFaulknerÕs character ,

Will V arner , later claime d in The Hamlet (1940), the f irst no vel of

FaulknerÕs Snopes famil y trilog y. His words impl y tha t our br eath

has a possible liquida tion da te of ÒyesterdayÓ writ ten on i tÑi t is

collectible on sig ht. Our f inal exit could be an y time, and ther e will

lik ely be no notic e. Nothing br ought home this dimension o f lif eÕs

uninsur able tenur e mor e powerfull y than f lying. In i ts in trinsic risk

Faulkner must ha ve recogniz ed its hypnotic appe al: the danc e wi th

death i tself. Is that wh y, after he aring in June 1934 of the famous

pilot Jimm y WedellÕs fatal cr ash, he deemed the momen t rig ht f or

wri ting his o wn will? Wedell had cr ashed while g iving a beg inner

f light lessons. But ho w w ould this e ventÑho w w ould an yone elseÕs

disaster Ñhave prepared him f or the airborne nig htmar e hur tling

toward him ?

The Waco biplane de al wi th De an seemed too good to be true,

and i t w as. One day in la te 1935, after De an had tak en up a gr oup

of studen t-passengers in the W aco, he faile d to r eturn. Rumors o f

a crash spread. Late tha t af ternoon Fa ulkner got the dr eaded call.

The plane had cr ashed, and Dean was dead. The Waco had been

found, burie d six f eet under the e arth; all the bodies w ere mutila ted

beyond r ecogni tion. Tha t nig ht, Faulkner did not allo w other famil y
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members to appr oach the mang led corpse o f his br other . Carrying

a photo o f Dean wi th him, he w orked wi th the under taker f or hours,

recomposing a fac e that mig ht pass for DeanÕs. What atonemen t w as

Faulkner enac ting during this gruesome ri tual? Lik ely it w as a mix

of famil y piety (make Dean pr esentable again f or his mother and his

wif e), self-inf lic ted tor tur e (it w as his Waco, hence his fault ), and the

painstaking inscription o f a lif e-long memor y (DeanÕs ruine d face to

remain f orever inside him ). The acciden t w as never full y explaine d,

thoug h exper ts belie ved one o f the passengers had be en given the

contr ols and had put the plane in to a fatal spin.

No one w as off iciall y to blame, y et Faulkner c ould not f orgive

himself f or wha t had happene d. His love of f lying, his W aco, DeanÕs

death: he k ept asking himself ho w to e xplain tha t sequence? Later ,

a tear-wr acked Faulkner told De anÕs grieving wido w Louise, ÒIÕve

ruine d your lif e. ItÕs all my fault.Ó A few w eeks after tha t, at br eakfast

one morning, Louise said, ÒI c anÕt eat. I dr eamed the whole ac ciden t

last nig ht.Ó Faulkner r esponded, ÒYouÕre lucky to ha ve dreamed it

only once. I dream it every nig ht.Ó

In this sta te of mind, Faulkner pla yed and r eplayed the e vents tha t

had shaped his iden ti ty: the w oman he had not elope d wi th, the w ar

he had not en ter ed, and the plane he had se cretl y been inc apable

of f lying. Each of these had multiple, inc ompatible liv es over time.

Each had escaped him a t f irst. Each had then be come an in tric ate

par t o f his lif e. The f irst and the last w ould br eak his heart. Along

wi th Estelle Õs marriage to Cornell Fr anklin, De anÕs death w as the

worst thing tha t had ever happene d to him. I t w ould ha unt him f or

the r est of his lif e.
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4. ÒGo slow nowÓ

ÒGo slow no wÓ: this is pr obably FaulknerÕs most quote d (and

notorious ) remark about r ace. Addressed publicl y to black

leaders, it expr essed his heartf elt desir e to avoid y et fur ther r acial

violenc e. In 1954, the Supr eme Cour t had made i ts game-chang ing

decision in the c ase of Brown vs. the Boar d of Education. The judges

determine d tha t the doc trine o f Òseparate but e qualÓ (until then, the

law of the land on ma t ters o f r ace) could no longer stand. Separ ate

was not equal, and r acial in tegr ation w ould be the ne w manda te.

Faulkner did not dispute the ruling. W hat he f eared was the

catacl ysm of violenc e that w ould f ollo w any federal at tempts to turn

law in to Southern r eality.

ÒGo slow no wÓ articula tes FaulknerÕs abiding c oncern about the

civil rig hts agitation o f the 1950s. The t wo racesÑat le ast in his

beloved SouthÑwere nowher e near r eady to in tegr ate. He was

urging blacks to r ecogniz e this c ardinal fac t on the gr oundÑand

to slo w do wn their c ampaign f or in tegr ation ac cording ly. Yet, the

phr ase captur es only the nega tiv e half o f FaulknerÕs richl y tor tur ed

understanding o f r ace. The fuller pic tur e requir es us to dr aw on

another o f his phr ases, one less often ci ted but per haps even mor e

revealing: Òdark t wins.Ó

That phr ase appears in FaulknerÕs second no vel, Mosquitoes.

Ther e, he used it to char acteriz e the in tric ate bond be tween an

authorÕs life and his w ork: ÒA book is a wri terÕs secret lif e, the dar k

twin o f a man: you canÕt reconcile them. Ó Unlike Ògo slow no w,Ó

Òdark t winsÓ suggests FaulknerÕs abiding t winship wi th blacks, along

wi th his no less abiding dif ference from them. The dar k face he

(as a Southerner ) sees in the mirr or pr oposed by race cannot be

his own. Yet, r ecurr entl y, he cannot a void g limpsing himself ther e

as well. More broadly, for several centuries in the South, the t wo

races were both in ter twine d and cordoned off. They were at onc e

insepar able and irr econcilable, sc andalousl y connected by mix ed
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blood, y et segr egated by law. Most o f FaulknerÕs countr ymen denie d

the t winship, insisting inste ad on unbridge able dif ferences. But

Faulkner f ound himself c aught in a w eave of r acial r ealities he c ould

neither master nor esc ape. He moved thr ough this terri tor y

uncertainl y, careening be tween blindness and insig ht. He knew at

once too much and not enoug h. A rehearsal of his c ontr adictor y

speeches during the civil rig hts turmoil o f the 1950s reveals this all

too cle arly.

As a consider ably inebria ted Faulkner told journalist Russell

Howe, ÒIf I have to choose be tween the Uni ted States governmen t

and Mississippi, then IÕll choose Mississippi. . . . [I]f i t came to

fighting IÕd f ight f or Mississippi against the Uni ted States even if

it me ant going out in to the str eet and shooting N egroes.Ó The

inter view took plac e in New York in Mar ch 1956, when civil rig hts

turmoil w as at a boiling poin t. A young black w oman name d

Autherine Luc y had been accepted in to the Univ ersi ty of Alabama.

Southerners w ere rioting a t the pr ospect, but a f ederal cour t

ordered the Univ ersi ty to admi t her ne vertheless. Faulkner thoug ht

she would not en ter the univ ersi ty alive and pleaded for c aution.

Word of his desir e to speak got out and The Reporter sent H owe

to in ter view Faulkner . But when the in ter view appeared in prin t,

Faulkner w as horrif ied by his own w ords. He imme diatel y wr ote a

let ter to The Reporter explaining tha t the sta temen ts at tribute d to

him w ere ones Òwhich no sober man w ould mak e, nor . . . any sane

man belie ve.Ó Aghast, he felt be tr ayed by the mirr or image o f his o wn

quote d voice. A month la ter he w ould claim tha t H oweÕs inter view

was Òmor e a misconstruc tion than a misquota tion.Ó He conceded

that these w ere his words, but not his thoug hts. Something mor e

than inc oher ence was at w ork in his sense o f self-be tr ayal.

Repeatedly (as Ògo slow no wÓ suggests), the default pole in

FaulknerÕs racial stanc e was Òdisiden tif ication.Ó He could not be his

dark t win. One c annot imag ine his ut tering the phr ase, Òshooting

whi tes,Ó no mat ter ho w drunk. Some wher e inside his psy che,

nur tur ed by his r egionÕs racial convictions, he could envisage

shooting N egroes. His words to H owe fur ther r eveal his blindness
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toward black liv es. If i t came to violenc e, he insiste d, ÒMy Negro

boys down on the plan tation w ould f ight against the N or th wi th

me. If I say to them, ÔGo get your shotguns, bo ys,Õ theyÕll come.Ó The

master /sla ve model w as clear: he was the man, and the y were the

boys; he gave the or ders, the y obeyed. This widel y shared fantasy

failed the South in the Civil W ar when black sla vesÑgiven the

chanceÑf led in huge numbers fr om their Southern masters. The

fantasy was outr ageous when sounde d in 1956.

Autherine Luc yÕs admission to the Univ ersi ty of Alabama was legal

and unstoppable. B ut Ògo slow no wÓ meant: be careful, be r ealistic.

ÒYou have the po wer no w,Ó Faulkner wr ote to the black le aders,

but i t is a po wer to be r estr ained. Some of his other r ace-f ocused

statemen ts made i t cle ar tha t he me ant really slow. About the

change sanctione d by Brown he opine d: ÒThat will tak e a lit tle time

. . . the Negro himself has got to be pa tien t and sensible. B ut i t will

come, as I see it, and ma ybe in thr ee hundr ed years.Ó (Elsewher e he

would spe ak of 500 y ears.) He was urging a pace of poli tic al change

that could onl y appear to black le aders as glacial.

For him, i t w as the white South tha t w as at risk. A t a Southern

Historic al Association c onference in M emphis in 1955, he said the

follo wing: ÒWe will not si t quie tl y by and see our na tiv e land, the

South, not just Mississippi but all the South, wr eck and ruin i tself

twic e in less than a hundr ed years, over the N egro question.Ó In

priv ate corr espondenc e, he was more colloquial. ÒFor the second

time in a hundr ed years,Ó he wrote to a c oncerned Mississippian,

Òwe Southerners will ha ve destr oyed our na tiv e land just be cause

of niggers.Ó That phr asing sticks in the cr aw. But FaulknerÕs thinking

seems to have been: ÒWhy wonÕt they be patien t, w ait out a change

in whi te behavior and poli tics tha t is o verdue but will in time

arriv e?Ó

White hearts could not be f orced to change, but black he arts,

Faulkner w anted to belie ve, might be mor e alter able. Integr ation

mig ht become feasible if blacks c eased to be, w ell, black. During

his year of te aching at the Univ ersi ty of Vir ginia (1957-1958), he

pronounc ed the f ollo wing: ÒPerhaps the N egro is not y et capable of
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mor e than second-class ci tiz enship. H is tr agedy may be tha t so far

he is competen t f or equali ty onl y in the r atio o f his whi te blood. .

. . He must le arn to c ease forever mor e thinking lik e a Negro and

acting lik e a Negro. . . . His bur den will be tha t, because of his r ace

and color , it will not suf f ice him to think and ac t lik e just any whi te

man: he must think and ac t lik e the best among whi te men.Ó Even

as Faulkner c onceded her e a histor y of misc egenation, i t w as only

to imag ine i ts (unin tende d) benef its for blacks. M ore, just as whi te

brutali ty was erased fr om this vision o f misc egenation, i t w as also

omi t ted in his insistenc e that black beha vior be e qual to the best of

whi te behavior .

The same distor tions had appe ared a year earlier , when he ur ged

black leaders to say to their f ollo wers, ÒWe must le arn to deser ve

equali ty so tha t w e can hold and k eep it af ter w e get i t.ÓDeserve

equality : FaulknerÕs phr asing rejected Thomas JeffersonÕs insistenc e

on equali ty as a self-eviden t truth in no ne ed of Òdeserving.Ó Not

so for blacks, ho wever. Faulkner w ould mor tgage their e quali ty to

demonstr ated pr oofs of meri t. Missing fr om these ut ter ances was

the c apacity to en ter empa thic ally in to black liv es. He could not

envisage those liv es as already pr ecious and in ne ed of suppor t on

their o wn terms. For him, in sta temen ts such as this one, ther e

would be no e quali ty for blacks un til the y look edÑand

smelledÑmor e like whi tes: he advised black le aders to tell their

people to Òlet us pr actic e cleanliness . . . in our c ontacts wi thÓ the

whi te man. I f such obtuseness about r acial turmoil w ere the last

word concerning FaulknerÕs dark t winship, ther e would be much

darkness and li t tle t winning. Tha t w as how most black le aders and

whi te r adicals understood his pr onounc ements. Not surprising ly,

they expected li t tle fr om this famous whi te Southerner .

ÒEven if i t me ans going out in to the str eet and shooting N egroes,Ó

Faulkner had said in 1956. I t may be hard in the 21st c entur y to

recall the r ace-fuele d violenc e that used to blank et the Southern

landscape like immo vable summer he at. Here is ÒtestimonyÓ from

MemphisÑnot onl y a city near Oxford tha t Faulkner kne w w ell, but

also widel y recogniz ed then as ÒMurder Capi talÓ of Americ a. The
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bulk o f MemphisÕs routine violenc e was racial, so much so tha t

the Commercial Appeal (the main M emphis ne wspaper and the one

to which Fa ulkner o ften wr ote le t ters to the Edi tor ) thoug ht f it

(in 1906) to exhor t i ts r eadership as f ollo ws: ÒThis thing o f killing

negroes wi thout c ause . . . [is being] o verdone . . . whi te men who

kill negr oes as a pastime . . . usually end up killing whi te men.Ó

The norms running thr ough this e ditorialÑand ne wspapers sur vive

only by shared normsÑtestif y to the un thinking en tr enchmen t o f

Southern r acism. The editorial assumes tha t all r eaders of the paper

are whi te, i t envisages whi tes killing blacks as an Òoverdone . . .

pastime.Ó The disturbing consequence of such a f oolish pr actic e is

that whi te men c ould end up ge t ting kille d.

Indeed, at the beg inning o f the 20th c entur y, lynchings o f black

people w ere so numer ous as to appear almost c ommon. Faulkner

claime d he had ne ver wi tnessed one, and ther e is no r eason to

doubt him. B ut Mississippi le d the na tion in l ynchings during this

period. As historian J oel Williamson has note d, ÒIn the t wenty years

fr om 1889 to 1909, at le ast 293 blacks w ere lynched ther e, mor e

than in an y other sta te in the na tion.Ó One of the most notorious

lynchingsÑtha t o f Nelse Pat tonÑoc curr ed in O xford in 1908. Pat ton

was thoug ht to ha ve mur dered a woman name d Mat tie M cMillan

wi th a r azor blade. H e f led the sc ene but w as soon caught by

outr aged whi tes. Williamson has sho wn ho w journalists and

poli ticians f ed the f lames of the ensuing r acial fur y. First r epor ted

as Òa whi te w oman,Ó Mat tie w as within hours r eferr ed to as Òa whi te

lady.Ó At f irst, she w as Òkilled,Ó but within hours, the papers r epor ted

her as Òassaulte d and kille d.Ó Furious Oxford residents caught Pat ton

and stubbornl y pr evented the la w fr om taking i ts course. Brick b y

brick, the y tor e down the symbolic c our thouse to ge t at Pat ton

and r emove him fr om the pr otections guar anteed by the la w. They

riddle d his bod y wi th bulle ts and strung him up nak ed and mutila ted

on a telephone pole. H is body remained on displa y all nig ht. Ten-

year-old William Fa ulkner slept onl y 1,000 yar ds fr om the

cour thouse tha t nig ht. He didn Õt have to wi tness this ri tual

dismembering to r emember i ts impac t f or the r est of his lif e.
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I have cast FaulknerÕs immersion in Americ an race relations as

oscilla ting be tween blindness and insig ht, disiden tif ication and

iden tif ication. H is t winship wi th blacks r emained dar k, but i t could

become, at times, r adiant. W hen i t did so, the sour ce of his

perceptiv eness was likely to ha ve been his childhood nurse and

protectr ess, Mammy Callie. Indeed, she may have wielde d as

forma tiv e an inf luenc e on Faulkner and his br others as their mother

had. By most r epor ts, she was more affectiona te and mor e easily

lovable than Ma ud. Lik e black maids thr oughout the e arly

20-c entur y South, she w ould ha ve cared for his bodil y needs. She

would ha ve touche d him, soothe d him, pr otected him, andÑ when

neededÑscolded him. One suspe cts the pr esence of a possible

screen memor y behind his e arlier r eference to his gr eat-a untÕs

daughters Vannye and Natalie: ÒVannye was impersonal; qui te aloo f:

she was holding the lamp. N atalie w as quick and dar k. She was

touching me. She must ha ve carrie d me.Ó Were these sisters stand-

ins for FaulknerÕs memories o f Maud and Callie ?

The memoirs o f his t wo br others r epeatedly testif y to the

str ength o f their bond wi th Callie. She r egaled the bo ys wi th stories

of the Civil W ar and o f her childhood in sla very before it. She

intr oduc ed them to the nomencla tur e of natur al phenomena. Under

her tutelage, the y learned the v ariety of plan ts and animals, their

specif ic names and habi ts and ne eds. The boys absorbed as well

the f olktales tha t go wi th the f lor a and fauna, pr oviding bonding

narr ativ es between human and na tur al wor lds. Callie had en ter ed

FaulknerÕs parentsÕ household in 1902, in Oxford. She played a

crucial r ole in FaulknerÕs matur ation fr om the age o f f ive, and she

would r emain an emotional f ixtur e in his lif e until her de ath almost

40 years later . She would spend her last de cade in FaulknerÕs

household. H e could not imag ine his da ughter Jill gr owing up

wi thout her tutelage, as pr ecious f or her as i t had be en for him.

ÒMammy Callie w as probably the most impor tant person in his lif e,Ó

Jill would say to one o f his biogr aphers. Even if w e discount this

claim, Callie f igur ed centr ally in the f orma tion o f FaulknerÕs

emotions and beliefs.
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Faulkner has be en much pr aisedÑand, by a smaller number , called

into questionÑ for pr onouncing the eulog y at Callie Õs funer al in 1940.

I am among tha t smaller number who ha ve wonder ed in prin t wha t

was at stak e in his taking o ver tha t r ole. So it seems appr opria te to

cite m y reasons: ÒPresiding o ver her funer al,Ó I wrote 20 y ears ago,

ÒFaulkner emphasiz ed CallieÕs Ôhalf centur y of f ideli ty and devotion, Õ

and he w ent on to iden tif y her as one o f his Ôearliest r ecollections,

not onl y as a person, but as a f ount o f authori ty over my conduc t

and of securi ty for m y physical welfar e, and of activ e and constan t

affection and lo ve.Õ On her tombstone, he had these w ords wri t ten:

ÔHer whi te childr en bless her.Õ It de tr acts nothing fr om the sinc eri ty

of this engr aving to note, a t the same time, tha t the whi te Faulkner

has taken over the r oles of both w ounde d subject and gr ateful

offspring, or ganizer of her funer al and spokesman of the grief her

death c aused others. I n none o f this do w e register the r eality of her

own black cultur e, the friends and r elativ es who lik ewise (and sur ely

wi th equal in tensi ty) suffered her loss.Ó

So I wr ote then, and I do not r ecant these claims no w. Yet, I

wonder if this is str aining the e thics o f r acial behavior a bi t

excessively. Perhaps the question is unansw erable or at any rate,

it has no rig ht answ er. Why must w e pass judgment on FaulknerÕs

love of Callie? I proposed earlier tha t, thoug h taught to r egister

her as black and dif ferent, he could not but kno w tha t she w as

warm and Òsame.Ó Perhaps no lo ve is innoc ent, and one tha t cr osses

the membr ane of r ace is certainl y not. But i t is still lo ve. Wri ting

about Faulkner and Callie no w, some 20 years later , I would close

wi th t wo consider ations. First, ac cording to Fa ulknerÕs biogr apher,

Callie had asked him to deliv er the eulog y when the time c ame. He

hadnÕt come up wi th the ide a on his own. I s it so har d to belie ve

that she w ould w ant this w or ld-famous wri ter who lo ved her to

cobble toge ther some appr opria te w ords after her depar tur e? Not

innoc ent, maybe, but not har d to belie ve. Second, one o f FaulknerÕs

brothers said, a t the time o f their motherÕs death (1960), that Callie Õs

rocking chair sa t ne xt to Ma udÕs bed. It had r emained ther e during

these t wo decades between the de ath o f the maid and tha t o f the
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mistr ess. That empt y rocking chair in Ma udÕs bedroom w as silentl y

eloquen t. I t mar ked the plac e wher e an intima te member o f the

famil y used to si t and cha t. I t w as the ic on tha t, af ter Callie Õs death,

her aging and soli tar y friend, Miss Ma ud, lik ed to r egard thr ough the

eye of memor y and love.

FaulknerÕs vexed relation to r acial turmoil ma y be revealing in

ways that simpl y Òbeing rightÓ could ne ver be. Stumbling ma y

indic ate an err or in judgmen t, but tha t is not all i t indic ates. Indeed,

ther e may be dimensions o f mid-c entur y racial turmoil tha t you

would ha ve to have been ther e and stumble d thr ough to gr asp at

all. In his 1956 ÒLet ter to a N or thern Edi tor ,Ó Faulkner put his f inger

on one o f those dimensions. N either simpl y for nor simpl y against

integr ation, he describe d himself as Òbeing in the middle. Ó Critics

have persuasively argued tha t the Òmiddle Ó position Faulkner clung

toÑand which w ould not sur vive Brown vs. Board of EducationÑ was

the Southern stanc e of whi te liber alism. After Brown, the die w as

cast. You had to be f or in tegr ation or against i t; you could no longer

seek a middle gr ound. So most Southern whi te liber als reluctantl y

retr eated to a whi te moder ate posi tion. The y genuinel y wanted to

avoid violenc e. But when the chips w ere down, the y would not

turn against the pr erogativ es of a society founde d on segr egation.

Faulkner f ound himself isola ted, wi th no shar ed platf orm to stand

on. This stanc e reveals at onc e the str ength and the limi t o f his r acial

understanding.

His countr ymen hated not onl y what the y took to be his

posturing; man y hated him as well. In 1951, he had publicly asserted

that ther e was insuf f icien t evidenc e to justif y the de ath penalt y for

Willie M cGee (a black man c onvicted of r aping a whi te w oman).

Immediatel y ther eafter , he was at tacked as seditiousl y aligned wi th

the Communists. A y ear earlier , he had publicl y cri ticiz ed a

Mississippi c our tÕs decision to spar e whi te Leon Turner fr om the

death penalt y. No one doubte d tha t Turner had mur dered thr ee

black childr en. Still, the jur y couldn Õt bring themselves to execute

a whi te man f or this crime. Fa ulkner kne w ho w swif tl y the jur ors

would ha ve decided other wise if the r ace of the killer and the
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victims had be en reversed. In a let ter to The Commercial Appeal,

he note d tha t Turner w ould be e ventuall y released. Continuing, he

predic ted tha t Turner w ould at some la ter poin t mur der another

child, Òwho it is to be hope dÑand wi th grief and despair one sa ys

itÑwill this time a t least be of his own c olor .Ó

Man in the middle. H istorians ar e rig ht tha t this w as a

disappearing option onc e Brown became Americ an law. Moreover,

whi te liber al guilt w ould har dly lig ht the w ay to a post-civil rig hts

futur eÑthat w ould tak e wide-sc ale agitation, c oor dinated mar ches,

tactic al confr ontations, and multiple str ateg ies. It w ould also tak e

mass media coverage and, above all, it w ould tak e unf lagging black

leadership. Ultima tel y, in w ays Faulkner w ould ne ver understand,

it w ould c enter on blacks themsel ves. They would be the ones to

mastermind the str enuous, nation-wide c ampaign to emancipa te

themsel ves.

Why had Faulkner be come so engaged in a c ause he must ha ve

recogniz ed as unwinnable on his terms? P erhaps his most r evealing

answer came in an essay he wr ote in 1954 on ÒMississippi.Ó There, in

implici tl y autobiogr aphical terms, he me ditated on his na tiv e land.

ÒHe was born o f i t and his bones will sle ep in i t; lo ving i t even while

hating some o f i t.Ó You lo ve what you also hate. You lo ve it despite

what you hate. What you hate is too de eply roote d to disappe ar just

because you wish i t w ould. W hat you hate is all too ob vious: ÒBut

most o f all he ha ted the in toler ance and in justic e: the l ynching o f

Negroes not f or the crimes the y commi t ted but be cause their skins

were black.Ó

ÒThe middle Ó was where no ef fectiv e racial poli tics in the

mid- 1950s could be c onstruc ted. But i t w as where, seeing too man y

competing r ealities to ge t them in to a sing le vision, Faulkner f ound

himself. H e didn Õt want to be ther e, but the crisis w as urgent. He

had to engage i t. Yet, in his no velistic bones, he also kne w tha t r ace

tr ouble in Americ a wasnÕt going away anytime soon. N o poli ticians

could mak e that happen just b y passing laws.

ÒGo slow no wÓ meant all the r eactionar y things this phr ase has

been glossed to me an. But ther e was more: the national malad y of
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racism did not allo w any specif ic r emedy to cur e it onc e and for all.

These ills had be en pr esent sinc e the f irst sla ve ship arriv ed fr om

the Middle P assage over f our c enturies e arlier . Racial inequali ty

was by now so enr oote d in the South as to c onsti tute a stubborn

por tion o f Americ an reality itself. But Ògo slow no wÓ did not mean

Òstop.Ó Faulkner de eply and str enuousl y wanted in tegr ation in the

South, even as (despite his c apacious imag ination ) he could not

conceive of how i t w ould pe acefull y come about. As he put a way

his speeches and his public le t ters in the la ter 1950s, he mig ht

have felt an immense sense o f frustr ation and fa tigue. Ther e was

so much w ork on r ace still to be done, but he lack ed the he art and

energy to pursue i t fur ther . And he knew no one w as expecting

him to do i t. Could he ha ve realized tha t his lasting c ontribution to

the understanding o f r acial turmoil in his na tiv e land had alr eady

been done? It lay behind him, in his f inest no vels: Light in A ugust

(1932), Absalom, Absalom! (1936), and Go Down, Moses (1942) carr y

out FaulknerÕs deepest insig hts in to his r egionÕs racial anxie ty and

violenc e.

Light in A ugust was FaulknerÕs breakthr ough novel about r acial

turmoil. I t w as as though he sat up in be d after a nig htmar e and

wonder ed: Òwhat w ould I feel lik e if I f ound out I w as one of them ?Ó

Ther e was no question o f them. The novel didn Õt ask whoÑliving in

segregated ÒfreedmanÕsÓ districts all o ver the SouthÑ they mig ht be.

It f eatur es no empathic en tr y in to Southern blackness; ther e are

vir tuall y no blacks in the no vel at all. W hat the no vel needed was

something else: tha t the pr otagonist suf fering fr om r ace relations

ÒbeÓ white. He had to be a man tr apped in a w eave of r acial rumor

about his iden ti ty at i ts core genetic le vel. He had to be unable

to kno w wha t blood r an in his v eins. This narr ow optic br ought a

remarkable insig ht in to f ocus. Beneath the surfac e conf idenc e of

Southern whi tes r an a racial anxie ty bor dering on h ysteria. I f a

drop of black blood w as thoug ht to mak e a whi te man black, who

mig ht not unkno wing ly carr y this to xic dr op? No one could see the

internal wr eckage that such a dr op would wr eak; invisibl y inf ected

carriers mig ht be anywher e. Such anxie ty mig ht be enoug h to alarm
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many a whi te man in the segr egated SouthÑespeciall y if he had sa t

bolt uprig ht at 3 am and w onder ed: what if I w ere black and didn Õt

know i t?

One mig ht ask how r acial iden ti ty could be a serious question in a

novel tha t has vir tuall y no black char acters. Yet r acial hysteriaÑlik e a

bomb thr eatÑcan f lare up wi th nei ther blacks nor bombs an ywher e

to be f ound. I n a 1955 essay enti tle d ÒStr anger in the Village, Ó James

Baldwin she d lig ht on the log ic of this h ysteria: ÒAt the r oot o f

the Americ an Negro pr oblem,Ó he wrote, Òis the necessity of the

Americ an whi te man to f ind a w ay of living wi th the N egro in or der

to liv e wi th himself. . . . Ôthe Negro-in-Americ a is a form o f insani ty

which o vertakes whi te men.ÕÓ Dark t wins: i t is as thoug h the

Americ an whi te man had be en surr epti tiousl y inf ected wi th N egro-

ness. Joe Christmas ( Light in A ugustÕs centr al f igur e) is incapable of

f inding a w ay of living wi th the N egro in or der to liv e wi th himself:

he senses his dark t win living ineje ctabl y, blood-c oiled, beneath

his skin. H ow does Christmas c ome to belie ve this? And ho w does

Faulkner narr ate the question o f ChristmasÕs racial iden ti ty?

The f irst sc ene wher e we realize that Christmas ma y be black

occurs some 70 pages in to the book. J oe Brown, ChristmasÕs whi te

par tner and c abin-shar er, is tr ying to e xplain to an angr y mob o f

whi tes wha t he has been doing wi th Christmas. The la t ter is

suspected of having sli t a whi te w oman (Joanna Burden)Õs thr oat,

set f ir e to her house, and f led. A thousand-dollar r eward has been

offered to an yone who c an iden tif y the killer , and Brown w ants

to c ollect i t. The rile d to wn, ho wever, wants to kno w wha t Brown

was doing at the sc ene of the f ir e. Another char acter , Byron Bunch,

narr ates what comes next:

I r eckon he w as desperate by then. I r eckon he could not

only see that thousand dollars ge t ting fur ther a way fr om

him, but tha t he c ould beg in to se e somebody else get ting

it. . . . Because they said i t w as just lik e he had been saving

what he told them ne xt f or just such a time as this. Lik e he

had kno wed tha t if i t come to a pinch, this w ould save him .
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. . ÔThatÕs rig ht,Õ he says. ÔGo on. Accuse me. Accuse the whi te

man tha tÕs tr ying to help y ou wi th wha t he kno ws. Accuse

the whi te man and le t the nigger go fr ee. Accuse the whi te

and let the nigger run. Õ

ÕNigger?Õ the sheriff said.ÔNigger?Õ

ItÕs like he knew he had them then. Lik e nothing the y could

believe he had done w ould be as bad as what he c ould tell

that somebod y else had done. ÔYouÕre so smart,Õ he says ÔThe

folks in this to wn is so smar t. Fooled for thr ee years. Calling

him a f oreigner f or thr ee years, when soon as I w atche d him

thr ee days I knew he w asnÕt no more a foreigner than I am.

I knew bef ore he even told me himself. Õ And them watching

him no w, and looking no w and then a t one another .

ÔYou bet ter be c areful wha t you are saying, if i t is a whi te

man you are talking about, Õ the marshal says. ÔI donÕt care if

he is a mur derer or not. Õ . .

ÕA nigger,Õ the marshal said. ÔI always thoug ht ther e was

something funn y about tha t f ellow.Õ

BrownÕs unexpected char ge, Ònigger ,Ó magically reconf igur es the

scene. Under the c over pr ovided by Ònigger ,Ó he exits fr om

suspicion, r eplaced obsessively by Christmas inste ad. All eyesÑwi th

previousl y blurr ed vision no w corr ected to 20 /20Ñar e turne d on

this absen t f igur e. ÒNiggerÓ is bad enough, but wha t is in toler able

is tha t none o f them spot ted him in ad vance. Belated Òrecogni tionsÓ

click in to plac e: ÒI always thoug ht ther e was something funn y about

that f ellow,Ó the marshal says. His earlier unc ertain ties about

Christmas ha ve now been satisf ying ly dispelle d. Retr ospectiv e

judgmen t r econf igur es previous experienc e so that i t f its ongoing

prejudic e. After her de ath, Joanna BurdenÑan aliena ted Yankee

woman who liv ed alone in their vicini tyÑbecomes a mar tyr to

Southern honor , the vic tim o f black bestiali ty: ÒAmong them [ were

those] who belie ved aloud tha t i t w as an anonymous negr o crime

commi t ted not b y a negro but b y Negro and who kne w, believed,

ÒGo slow nowÓ | 57



and hope d tha t she had be en ravished too: a t le ast once before her

thr oat w as cut and at least once after ward.Ó

ÒNigger,Ó Faulkner sho ws, carries wi th i t an en tir e bestial

narr ativ e. Yet, no oneÑnot e ven Christmas himself Ñknows for sur e

whether he is black. The no vel wr yly reveals that w ell-f ounde d

knowledge doesnÕt much mat ter an yway. The racial iden ti ty of JoeÕs

father Ñthe man who impr egnated his mother Mill y HinesÑwill

remain unc ertain. As Byron explains to another char acter , the Rev.

Gail Hightower, ÒShe [Milly] told him [her fa ther , Doc Hines] tha t the

man w as Mexican . . . Maybe tha tÕs what the f ellow told the gal. B ut

he . . . knew someho w tha t the f ellow had nigger blood. Ma ybe the

cir cus folks told him. I don t kno w. He aint ne ver said ho w he f ound

out, lik e that ne ver made any dif ference. And I r eckon i t didn Õt,

after the ne xt nig ht.Ó It ne ver made any dif ference because, after

the ne xt nig ht, the man w as dead anyway, gunned down b y Hines.

Inner c onviction e xplodes in to le thal ac tion. Reliable inf orma tion is

academic, beside the poin t.

Obsessed wi th the bo yÕs putativ e black blood, H ines has taken him

to a whi te M emphis orphanage, wher e he works as a janitor . He

never le ts the bo y out o f his sig ht. The childr en at the orphanage

call the str ange new kid a ÒniggerÓÑnot an unlik ely scenario on

a playground f or whi te orphans in the e arly 20th-c entur y South.

And the person who is most v erball y abusive is the ever-vig ilant

grandfather /j anitor himself. I n a twist on the Cal vinist God balefull y

scrutinizing H is human subje cts, Hines unc easingly looks JoeÕs racial

dif ference into him: H ines ÒniggersÓ himÑa racial penetr ation, fr om

which the bo y never r ecovers.

After being def orme d by Hines, Joe is brutaliz ed by his adoptiv e

stepfather S imon M cEachern, then be tr ayed by his f irst lo ve,

Bobbie, the w aitr ess. Years later , at 33, Joe f inds himself in J oanna

BurdenÕs house and (eventuall y) in her be d. As readers, we knowÑit

is one of the f irst things w e learn in this book Ñthat this r elationship

ended t wo years later wi th JoannaÕs thr oat being sli t. We have

known this sinc e the early pages. We have seen the to wnsf olk

obscenely dila te on i t, embr oidering the sc enario ac cording to their
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racist fan tasies. Yet, even thoug h few in to wn doubt tha t the r ape

and mur der oc curr ed, Faulkner wi thholds narr ation o f the e vent

itself. I nstead, he twic e supplies the thr eshold scene of Joe being

seated outside JoannaÕs door . There, coiled lik e a spring, he si ts,

listening to a far -o ff clock sound the hours. W hen i t strik es

midnig ht, he rises, thinking: Òsomething is going to happen to me. Ó

He heads toward her house one last time. Onl y 200 pages later does

Faulkner narr ate wha t happens onc e he enters. We then be come

privy to wha t Joe and Joanna said to e ach other and wha t the y did.

Joanna, it turns out, had a double suicide in mind and w as lying in

wait f or Joe wi th a huge, loade d revolver in her hand. Their af fair

was now ruine d; he was not about to be come a good ÒNegroÓ worker

on her behalf, and she sa w no other option than mutual suicide.

Joe watche d as she pulled the trigger poin t-blank, but the gun

misf ir ed. Rather than le t her f ir e again, he reached for his knif e, slit

her thr oat, and f led. Even in Mississippi in the 1930s, a killing tha t

tr anspir ed this w ay would be a c ase of self -def ense. But lik e other

things w e learn about the r eal state o f affairs in Light in A ugust,

knowing this does no good. J oe must die and under go castration,

becauseÑin all whi te eyesÑhe is, in essence, and therefore in

behavior , a nigger-r apist-mur derer.

Althoug h Christmas out wi ts his pursuers, he chooses, f inall y, to

turn himself in. ÒI am tired of running of having to carr y my lif e like it

was a basket of eggs,Óhe thinks. H e tries to ge t caught on a Frida y. A

day later he suc ceeds in get ting r ecogniz ed. Faulkner turns o ver the

narr ativ e of ChristmasÕs recogni tion to an anon ymous to wnsman,

who speaks to other anon ymous to wnsmen as f ollo ws:

He donÕt look any mor e like a nigger than I do. B ut i t must

have been the nigger blood in him. I t look ed lik e he had

set out to ge t himself c aught lik e a man mig ht set out to

get marrie d. He had got cle an away for a whole w eek. . .

Then yesterday morning he c ome in to M ot tsto wn in br oad

daylight, on a Satur day wi th the to wn full o f folks. He went

into a whi te barbershop lik e a whi te man, and be cause he
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looked lik e a whi te man the y never suspected him. . . . They

shaved him and cut his hair and he pa yed them and w alked

out and rig ht in to a stor e and boug ht a new shir t and a tie

and a str aw hat . . . And then he w alked the str eets in br oad

daylight, lik e he owned the to wn, w alking back and f or th

wi th pe ople passing him a doz en times and not kno wing i t,

until H alliday saw him and r an up and gr abbed him and said,

ÔAint your name Christmas?Õ and the nigger said tha t i t w as.

He never denie d i t. He never did an ything. H e never acted

like either a nigger or a whi te man. Tha t w as it. That w as

what made the f olks so mad. For him to be a mur derer and

all dr essed up and w alking the to wn lik e he dared them to

touch him, when he oug ht to ha ve been skulking and hiding

in the w oods, mudd y and dir ty and running. I t w as like he

never even knew he w as a murderer, let along a nigger too.

A cultur eÕs racist vernacular spe aks here, with gr eat conviction. I n

this par ticular language, ÒniggersÓ are likely to be r apist-mur derers

who skulk and hide in the w oods. They are typic ally dir ty as

wellÑand r ecognizable as such. One r ecalls the spe eches Faulkner

made 25 years later when he r eminde d black pe ople tha t, to deser ve

equali ty, they should ac t, dr ess, and smell lik e whi te people. In Light

in August, however, ther e is no plac e for such c ondescension. I n

1932, the novelist imag inativ ely knew wha t the le t ter -wri ter and

speaker of the 1950s seemed to ha ve forgot ten. Joe Christmas does

not ne ed to be r eminde d how to dr ess. With exquisi te ir ony, he

bestrides the to wn as thoug h he owned it. A whi te barbershop, a

new shir t and tie and ha t, an unhurrie d str oll thr ough Mot tsto wn:

his mo ves eloquentl y counter whi te r acial expectations, poin t f or

poin t. He does not say a word; his perf ormanc e says it f or him:

ÒI look like you, per haps bet ter than y ou. I am cle an and self -

possessed. I enter and e xit your segr egated spacesÑyour

barbershop and stor esÑand you do not se e my dif ference. You do

not see it because it does not ph ysically exist. I t tak es you forever

to c atch up to me. Ó I have invented this silen t speech, yet some thing
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lik e it r oils inside this mob o f enr aged whi tes. Inchoatel y, they

register his insult. The y grasp that he is mocking the r acial

conventions tha t under wri te their sani ty. ÒThe Negro-in-Americ a is

a form o f insani ty which o vertakes whi te men,Ó Baldwin wr ote. Light

in August was the f irst o f FaulknerÕs masterpie ces to expr ess the

fall-out o f tha t insani ty.

Four years later , in Absalom, Absalom!, Faulkner w ould go e ven

fur ther in to r ace relations. Onc e again, the narr ativ e would cir culate

around r acial myster y. In the r acially unkno wable Joe Christmas,

Faulkner must ha ve recogniz ed tha t he had r eached pay dir t: he had

created a ÒblackÓ man who looked Òwhite,Ó may have been Òwhite,Ó

but had be en taught, viciousl y and continuousl y, that he w as Òblack.Ó

AbsalomÕs racial dr ama is even mor e intric ate. The f igur e at the he art

of i ts myster y, Charles Bon, looks ÒwhiteÓ and believes he is Òwhite,Ó

and so doesÑuntil the no velÕs endÑevery reader. But at the end,

when ne arly every motiv e for his whi te br otherÕs killing him has

been explor ed and f ound w anting, onl y one explanation r emains.

However in visibl y, however contr ary to the thinking, f eeling, and

behavior o f most others and himself, Char les must be black. As

thoug h working out a chemic al experimen t, Faulkner simpl y

removes the r ole of melanin. Racial iden ti ty is not about essenc e,

and i t ne ed have nothing to do wi th biolog ical make-up. I t has,

inste ad, everything to do wi th social c onstruc tion: ho w you are

tr ained to see yourself and ho w others ar e tr ained to see you. A

Ònigger ,Ó both these novels reveal, is neither mor e nor less than

someone tr eated as one. Yet, sinc e (in the r acial thinking o f the

time ) one dr op of black blood c ould do the trick, i t is no lessÑand

explosiv elyÑan iden ti ty any supposedly whi te man mig ht carr y

wi thin. Faulkner thus f inds his w ay in to his cultur eÕs foundational

anxiety. The one r ace has for c enturies abuse d and quar antine d the

other r ace because it is, essentiall y, no dif ferent fr om tha t other

race. Dark t wins: the r ainbow palet te o f facial pigmen tation visible

thr oughout FaulknerÕs South speechlessly declares the same truth.

MiscegenationÑho wever illici t or denie dÑis his cultur eÕs open

secret.
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Faulkner w ould ne ver pr obe racial distr ess more deeply than in

Absalom, Absalom! Instead, a default pole in his imag ination le d him,

recurr entl y, to scrutiniz e it mor e superf iciall y. In his ne xt no vel

about r ace, The Unvanquished (1938), he was determine d to de al

wi th cultur al materials in a mor e amiable fashion than he did in

Absalom. Southern c our tliness r eigns in the Civil W ar tales tha t

make up The Unvanquished. The novel is r eplete wi th chiv alric

colonels (both Conf ederate and Yankee) and loyal slaves. The ti tle

itself announc es the primar y evasion tha t FaulknerÕs greater f iction

confr onts head-on. This is the illusion tha t, at i ts foundation, the

South endur ed (and emer ged fr om) the Civil W ar Òunvanquished.Ó

I do not me an to say tha t Faulkner e ver consider ed his South

Òvanquished.Ó Rather , his great w ork shows it as permanen tl y

scarr ed, deforme d, and not-vic torious. As one o f the char acters in

Absalom describes the post- 1865 situation in the South, Ò They mig ht

have kilt us, but the y aint whuppe d us yet.Ó Note the c ore insight o f

such gallo ws humor: not def eated, but de ad nevertheless.

In the la te 1930s and early 1940s, Faulkner trie d to r aise money

repeatedly wi thout r esorting to H oll ywood (thoug h he did

occasionally work as a screenwri ter f or M GM Studios during this

time ). To do so, he soug ht to publish w orks that (lik e The

Unvanquished) were easier to ac cess. These would be no vels that

did not undermine ( or undermine d less) his Southern r eadersÕ

expectations. T o this end, he ga ther ed toge ther eig ht stories he

had earlier publishe d (at good pric es) in a magazine f ormÑÒstories

about niggers, Ó as he casually describe d them to a friend. H e thoug ht

these mig ht mak e up a hig h-spiri ted, comic no vel f ille d wi th r acial

shenanigans. He would g ive it the ti tle o f the last stor y in the

collection, ÒGo Down, M oses.Ó

The follo wing vigne t te conveys something o f the defa ult tenor o f

race relations in Go Down, Moses. In his guise as a farmer who had

pur chased a good-siz ed farm in 1938, Faulkner o wned a scrawny

li t tle bull c alled Black Buster . Uncle N ed (FaulknerÕs canny black

worker who lar gely ran the farm f or him ) soon became fond o f Black

Buster . But i t seems that the bull w as ineffectiv e at his designa ted

62 | ÒGo slow nowÓ



job: impr egnating c ows. So Faulkner paid a hef ty pric e for a lar ge

pedigr eed bull tha t w ould ge t tha t job done. As the Four th o f July

approached, Faulkner told N ed to sla ughter B lack Buster so tha t

they all mig ht, at le ast, get one good thing fr om him: tast y barbecue

ribs. N ed agreed. The guests arriv ed, the ribs w ere served, and the

meal was delicious. W hile savoring his ribs, Fa ulkner happene d to

notic e Black Buster r oaming in the f ields. Alarmed, he turne d to

Ned, poin ted to the bull, and ask ed, ÒWhoÕs that?Ó Ned answered,

ÒThatÕs Black Buster .Ó Faulkner look ed at the ribs on the barbe cue

pit, ÒThen who Õs this? I thoug ht I told y ou to kill B lack Buster and

I thoug ht you told me y ou did.Ó As Faulkner r ealized he hadn Õt seen

his pedigr ee bull f or a f ew days, Ned was backing away swif tl y fr om

the picnic spac e. ÒMaster, I calls them all B lack Buster ,Ó he said in

retr eat.

The tone her e fills much o f Go Down, Moses. Blacks may be in

positions o f servitude, but the y are often cle verer than their

masters. You give them or ders, and the y seem to c ompl y. But y ou

eventuall y discover tha t, onc e again, they have out wi t ted you.

ÒStories about niggersÓ: whene ver the y are not k ept under stric t

supervision, the y f ind w ays of making tr ouble. I ndeed, the y get away

wi th ma yhem, while the frustr ated whi te lando wner labors lik e a

slave to k eep them in line. S uch a r eactionar y comic tenor ÑÒlook

what the y did this time!ÓÑruns thr ough many of the stories Fa ulkner

was bring ing toge ther . There was no way to elimina te i t altoge ther ,

so he came up wi th some thing be t ter: he w ould mak e this tenor pa y.

He would sque eze out all the c omedy these materials harbor ed, all

the while en r oute, cir cui tousl y, toward the tr agic core beneath.

ÒThe BearÓ isGo Down, MosesÕs centerpie ceÑa hunting stor y tha t

has few equals in Americ an li ter atur e. It centers, thr ough the

perspectiv e of young Ik e McCaslin, on the immemorial c eremony of

hun ting in the big w oods. The yearly bear hun t headed by General

James Stone was probably the most cherishe d ri tual o f FaulknerÕs

youth and e arly manhood. H e makes its f ictional v ersion luminous

for his r eader. Seamlessly, the hun ting stor y widens to engage the

racial guilt tha t so o ften shado wed land-o wnership in the 20th-
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centur y South. Such guilt w as pervasive and speechlessÑconcealed,

so to speak, thr oughout the familiar surr oundingsÑbut if y ou

wanted to f ind i t, you could. I t lodge d in the c ommissar y ledgers

registering de cades of black shar ecroppersÕ miseryÑtheir endless

indebte dness for whi te-dispense d food and clothing, and their

inescapable inden tur ed status. Those same ledgers w ent fur ther

back to the time o f slavery before ther e were any black

sharecroppers. The dust y pr e-Civil W ar pages f ille d wi th dollars and

cents in tima ted mor e broadly a 50- year histor y of whi te lando wners

buying and selling sla ves. Pressed harder b y Ike McCaslin, the

commissar y ledgers had y et mor e to r eveal. Those 19th-c entur y

plantation mastersÑincluding Ik eÕs own gr andfather Ñdid not onl y

tr ade slaves. They also impr egnated them, gener ation af ter

generation. Reading past wha t the le dgers in tende d and f inding

what the y didn Õt know the y said, young Ik e McCaslin disc overed the

full sc andalous r acial histor y of his famil y and his bir thrig ht. And he

renounc ed them both in horr or. The farm w as not f or him. H e would

inste ad become a landless hun ter ÑÒUncle Ike,Ó uncle to half a county

and father to none. H is fondest hope w as to pass the r est of his days

uncontamina ted by his own famil yÕs unforgivable histor y.

It w orksÑuntil ÒDelta Autumn,Ó which serves as a sequel to ÒThe

Bear.Ó This story follo ws the aged Ike at tending, some time in the

1940s, what is pr obably his last hun t. The wilderness has r eceded

another 200 miles. A w ay of lif e is coming to an end. Y et, Ik e remains

ensconced in his memories, thinking Òther e was just exactl y enoug h

of i t [ the wilderness ]Ó to last him out. And then c omes the surprise:

a woman, whom the y ounger men o f the hun t have alluded to as

the Òdoe,Ó enters the c ampsite, appr oaching Ik eÕs tent. A sullen Roth

Edmonds (Ik eÕs great-gr eat-nephe w) had given Ike an envelope f or

the w oman the nig ht bef ore, with no e xplanations o ffered. Roth has

no in ten tion o f seeing her himself; Ik e is to hand her the en velope

if she comes. The woman en ters the ten t, carr ying an infan t in

her arms. She is Roth Õs mistr ess, and he is repudia ting her , paying

her o ff r ather than ackno wledging her . The mone y in the en velope

Ike holds is f or this purpose. As she talks to Ik e, she reveals that
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she knows the en tir e histor y of his famil y. Of her o wn famil y, she

mentions in passing tha t the y used to tak e in washing:

ÒTook in wha t?Ó he said. Took in w ashing?Ó He sprang, still

seated even, f ling ing himself backw ard onto one arm, a wr y-

hair ed, glaring. N ow he understood wha t i t w as she had

brought in to the ten t wi th her . . . . the pale lips, the skin

pallid and de ad-looking y et not ill, the dar k and tr agic and

foreknowing e yes. Maybe in a thousand or two thousand

years in America , he thoug ht. But not now! N ot now! He

crie d, not loud, in a v oice of amazement, pi ty, and outr age:

ÒYouÕre a nigger!Ó ÒYes,Ó she said. ÒJames BeauchampÑ you

called him T ennieÕs Jim thoug h he had a nameÑwas my

grandfather .Ó

Maybe in a millennium or t wo, but not no wÉ go slo w no w. The

first ac t o f misc egenation w as initia ted by IkeÕs grandfather 130

years earlier . Once again, it is being enac ted by his gr eat-nephe w.

Its consequence is embodie d, six gener ations la ter , in the f orm

of tha t sleeping infan t. Ik e cannot, a t f irst, ackno wledge the dar k

twin he se es in the mirr or she pr ovides. He urges her to go nor th

and f ind a black man, an yone other than his gr eat-nephe w Roth.

Her dif ference from his whi te line o f descent is too gr eat. ÒTook

in w ashing:Ó from antebellum da ys thr ough the M emphis garbage

strik e that cost Mar tin Luther King his lif e in 1968, black people have

been cleaning up whi te peopleÕs dir t. And the y have been tr eated

like dir t because of i t. Except tha t, even thoug h Roth Õs lover cannot

be lik e Ike, she carries his blood. T ennieÕs JimÑthe misc egenous

offspring o f a long-ago ma ting tha t w as set up in the no velÕs opening

stor yÑdid not disappe ar in to oblivion. Ov er the subse quent

decades, beyond narr ation, he sustaine d a name of his o wn, James

Beauchamp, and a lif e of his o wn as well. Now he r e-emer ges into

the narr ativ eÑat onc e the ÒdoeÕsÓ grandfather and Ik eÕs long lost ( and

disowned) black c ousin. Even as Ike backs away in r ecoil, his hand

reaches out to touch hers: Òthe gnar led, bloodless, bonelig ht bone-

dr y old man Õs fingers touching f or a second the smooth y oung f lesh
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wher e the str ong old blood r an after i ts long lost journe y back to

home. ÔTennieÕs Jim,Õ he said. ÔTennieÕs Jim.ÕÓ The story of r epudia tion

is also a stor y of famil y and love.

In his most c ompelling f ictions o f r ace, Faulkner r ecogniz ed

himself Ñuncomf or tabl y, guiltil y, responsibl yÑin the mirr or o f black

distr ess at which he gaz ed. He was aware of his o wn r ole and kne w

that his en tir e lif e in the South en taile d inef faceable complici ties.

The solution to the r ace dilemma in Americ a, should one e ver be put

into pr actic e, would not be pr oposed by him. Rather than solutions,

his workÑat i ts bestÑwould ac t as an unner ving dar k t win in tima ting

to i ts whi te r eader: ÒYes, you too ar e in this mirr or, you will ne ed

to f ind a w ay to liv e wi th y ourself inso far as you see yourself her e.Ó

Light in A ugust, Absalom, Absalom!, and Go Down, Mosesconsti tute

the most c apacious mirr or Faulkner w as able to construc t. I t is not

a magic mirr or, and nothing w e see ref lected in i t is lik ely to g ive

much c ause for satisfac tion. B ut none o f his whi te peers in the

20th c entur y even at tempte d to seeÑand sayÑwhat he saw when he

gazed in to i t.

Faulkner w ould wri te onc e again about r acial turmoil. H is last

race-f ocused novel, Intruder in the Dust , appeared in 1948. Its keen

(and easily decipher able) at ten tion to c ontempor ary racial agitation

would doubtless pla y a part in his being a warded the N obel Priz e

for Li ter atur e a year later . But tha t no velÕs stance was not just

paternalÑi t w as paternalistic as w ell. I ts plot w as simple: Luc as

Beauchamp, no w an old man char ged wi th a mur der he did not

commi t, had to be sa ved fr om lynching. Faulkner ensur ed tha t i t

would tak e whi te people w orking toge ther to sa ve Lucas. His effor ts

on his o wn behalf w ere to be quie tl y stymied (he remained lock ed

up in j ail). Thus, the motion and emotion in this no vel belonge d to

the Southern whi tes who labor ed to cle ar an innoc ent black man.

On one ma t ter , Faulkner w as crystal cle ar: LucasÕs dilemma w as not

one in which w ell-me aning nor thern outsiders had an y business

interf ering. Luc asÕs defense lawyer, Gavin Stevens, referr ed to his

clien t as Sambo. One wonders ho w much is gaine d by fr eeing a black

man onl y on the c ondi tion tha t he c ontinues to answ er to Sambo.
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Once again, looking f orward and backw ard emer ge as incoher entl y

fused dimensions o f FaulknerÕs racial imag ination.

Intruder was commer ciall y successful. Its f irst se veral weeks of

sale outpac ed even Sanctuar yÕs record. MGM soon paid $50 ,000

for scr een rig hts and then w ent on to fund the mo vie. Much o f

it w as shot in O xford during the spring o f 1949. Faulkner helpe d

the dir ector , Clarence Brown, cast loc al acquain tanc es in several

bit par ts, and the w or ld pr emier e took plac e in Oxford tha t fall.

Regardless of personal opinions about O xfordÕs most c elebr ated

resident, the to wn appr eciated the business gener ated thr oughout

several weeks of shooting. As the f ilming hullabaloo appr oached its

end, Estelle de cided tha t a f it ting c onclusion w ould be a par ty at

Rowan Oak itself. Ther e was, however, one hi tch. A Puer to Rican

named Juano Hernandez had be en signed on to pla y the principal

role in the stor yÑthat o f Luc as Beauchamp. Faulkner had e ven

helped Hernandez w ork on a black ac cent tha t w ould sound mor e

like Mississippi than the Caribbe an. Professional cooper ation w as

one thing, but a t tendanc e at a Rowan Oak par ty was another .

Hernandez himself w as eminentl y pr esentable. But if the y invited

him, the y would also ha ve to in vite his N egro hosts in O xford. After

some soul-se arching, the y determine d the y could not do tha t. So

the whole cr ew, wi th the e xception o f the ac tor por tr aying the f ilm Õs

main char acter , came out to R owan Oak. Whatever images Faulkner

saw in the mirr or pose d by Juano HernandezÕs black hosts, the y did

not f igur e for him as dark t wins deser ving ackno wledgment.

ÒGo slow nowÓ | 67



5. Hollywood and Heartbreak

FaulknerÕs tempestuous H oll ywood experienc e began in 1931.

That December Sam Marx o f M GM sent a telegr am to his

associate, Leland H ayward, which r ead: ÒDID YOU MENTIO N

WILLIAM FAULKNER TO ME ON YOUR LAST TRIP UP HERE. IF SO

IS HE AVAILABLE AND HOW MU CH.Ó Faulkner had be come too

famous f or the f ilm studios to ignor e him as a poten tial script wri ter .

He would bring to the one tha t hir ed him an in valuable cultur al

prestige, r egardless of his talen t f or wri ting scripts. MarxÕs only

question w as how much i t w ould c ost to ÒbuyÓ Faulkner . The pric e

was $500 a weekÑa lot o f mone y at the time. Wi thout an y illusions

but also wi thout much r esistance, Faulkner signe d up.

The extr a money would c ome in hand y. In 1929 after Faulkner

marrie d Estelle he quickl y discovered tha t she lik ed expensive

things; marrie d lif e was not going to be che ap. In 1930, he pur chased

for the t wo of them ( and their o ffspring-to-c ome) an antebellum

Oxford home. H e named it Rowan Oak, hoping the name mig ht

bring him the good luck associa ted wi th this tr ee, sacred in Scot tish

lor e. The house was affordable (barely) only because it w as badly

in ne ed of r epair . Since Faulkner Ñever a handy manÑmade man y

of these r epairs himself, e xpenses were kept under c ontr ol. But

these savings were mor e than o ffset by his decision to include

two black r etainers, ÒUncleÓ Ned Barnet t and ÒMammyÓ Caroline

Barr, as members of his famil y retinue. H e wanted to ha ve childr en

soon, so his famil y would, according to Southern customs, r equir e

the suppor t o f black helpers. As his onl y sour ce of inc ome w as

his wri ting and sinc e he was prodigall y irr esponsible wi th mone y

whene ver i t happene d to c ome his w ay, Faulkner w as chronic ally

hard up f or c ash. So when MGM came calling, ther e was no way

he could say no to the allur e of Holl ywood mone y. But tha t other

Holl ywood allur eÑthe g lamor o f f ilms and their lar ger-than-lif e
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starsÑlef t Faulkner c old. He despised the c elluloid me dium and

distruste d its moguls.

The countr y boy fr om Mississippi w as a fish out o f water during

his fr equent H oll ywood stin ts. Los Angeles would r emain f or him

an arid w asteland. As he onc e note d, ÒNobody her e does anything.

Ther eÕs nobody her e wi th an y roots. Even the houses ar e built out

of mud and chick en wir e.Ó In r eal towns, people w orked the land,

producing and selling goods to other inhabi tants; all o f them had

roots in the c ommuni ty. They came at tached to par ents,

grandpar ents, uncles, aunts, and cousins; the y had friends and

enemies. This en tir e schema is satur ated in widel y dissemina ted

stories. H is own to wn, Oxford, was abuzz wi th wha t everyone mig ht

be doing, as w ell as lasting memories o f wha t the y mig ht or mig ht

not ha ve done in the past. As cri tic and li ter ary scholar H ugh Kenner

note d, Faulkner t ypic ally requir ed thr ee generations o f famil y

histor y in or der to ha ve a viable novel on his hands.

FaulknerÕs way of arriving in H oll ywood suggests he w as a misfit

in Tinsel T own. He first appe ared ther e on May 7, 1932, and, as he

walked in to MarxÕs off ice, he was bleeding fr om a head wound. H e

averr ed tha t, en r oute to H oll ywood, he had be en hi t by a taxi in

New Or leans. Marx told Fa ulkner his f irst job w ould be to w ork on

a Wallace Beery pic tur e. ÒWhoÕs he?Ó Faulkner ask ed, before going

on to tell Marx, ÒIÕve got an ide a for Mick ey Mouse.Ó Marx explaine d

that the famous mouse w as a Disney pr oper ty. Then he had an o ff ice

boy take Faulkner to a pr ojection r oom wher e a Beery f ilm w as

being sho wn. Faulkner ignor ed the scr een. Instead, he turne d to the

off ice boy and asked him if he o wned a dog. The bo y conceded he

did not, to which Fa ulkner r etor ted, ÒEvery boy should ha ve a dog.Ó

He then ber ated the be wilder ed others in the r oom f or not o wning

a dog. Althoug h the Beery footage had bar ely got ten under way,

Faulkner told the pr ojectionist to turn i t o ff. He said he alr eady

knew ho w the stor y would c ome out. Abruptl y, he lef t M GM studios,

reappearing nine da ys later looking shaky and ob viousl y under the

inf luenc e of booz e. Asked to e xplain his absenc e, Faulkner said

he had been wandering about in De ath Valley. The entir e vignet te
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is telling: dogs ma t ter ed to him mor e than the f ilm; Disne y and

MGM were for him in ter changeable enti ties; a Beery f ilm w as boring

because he knew in f ive minutes ho w i t w ould turn out; he mig ht

or mig ht not sho w up f or w ork; his explanations made no sense;

and he w as obviousl y drinking. I t w as clear to Marx tha t Faulkner

would ne ver be a ÒcompanyÓ man. Rat tle d by his behavior , Marx did

not r enew FaulknerÕs MGM contr act the ne xt mon th. Wi thout the

inter vention o f dir ector , produc er and scr eenwri ter H oward Hawks,

his Holl ywood stin t mig ht have ended almost bef ore it began.

Hawks w ould turn out to be the man who made Fa ulknerÕs

20- year-long H oll ywood chapter viable. H awks alr eady knew and

admir ed FaulknerÕs fiction. I n 1932, he purchased f ilm rig hts to

ÒTurnabout, Ó persuading the stor yÕs author to sign on as

script wri ter . Produc ed as Today We Live, this w ould be one o f the

few Faulkner scripts to mak e it to the scr een. For the ne xt t wo

decades, Hawks played the r ole of FaulknerÕs guardian angel (if not

his Faustian de vil). He rehir ed Faulkner in 1934 f or $1,000 a w eek to

work on one o f his scr eenplays. Later , he helped Faulkner se cur e

a studio de al, which stipula ted tha t he c ould w ork on H oll ywood

scripts while living a t home in O xford. No less, he brought Faulkner

into the c ompany of famous ac torsÑ Humphr ey Bogart, Lauren

Bacall, and Clar k Gable, to men tion just a f ewÑwho w ould be come

his drinking c ompanions. M ost fa tefull y, in 1935 Hawks in tr oduc ed

Faulkner to his o wn script g ir l, a charming Southern div orcee

named Meta Carpen ter .

Lonel y, alienated by the mone y-fr enzied Holl ywood, and

frustr ated by a marriage tha t had gone r ocky if not barr en, Faulkner

fell har d for M eta. By early 1936, he had persuaded her to be come his

lover. Their r elationship r emained lar gely concealed fr om the public

until her memoir , A Loving Gentleman , appeared in 1976, 14 years

after his de ath. The memoir emphasiz es both FaulknerÕs cour tliness

and his passion. ÒMiss Meta,Ó ÒmÕhoney,Ó Òdear one,Ó and ÒmaÕamÓ

were the names he lik ed to c all her . She became the ide alized lover

he had imag ined Estelle to be back in 1918, a decade before he

marrie d her and his ide al collapsed. Wi th M eta, he thoug ht this
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dream was possible onc e mor e: ÒThe ide alization o f me as a gir l far

too y oung f or him w as to last f or a number o f years,Ó she wrote.

ÒI never pr oteste d, and my acceptanc e of his vision o f me as a

maiden nourishe d his fan tasy.Ó There was pent-up se xual r elease

as well. Soon, Faulkner w as wri ting her tender ly obscene poems of

grati tude: ÒFor Meta, my heart, my jasmine garden, my April and

May cun t; m y whi te one, m y blonde morning, winge d, my sweetl y

dividing, m y honey-clo yed, my sweet-assed gal. Bill.Ó He showed

her his une xpur gated copy of D. H. Lawr enceÕs Lady Chatter leyÕs

Lover, and he developed for himself and M eta a set o f kindr ed erotic

phr ases. Not Chatter leyÕs ÒJohn ThomasÓ and ÒLady JaneÓ for male

and female geni talia, but r ather ÒMr. BowenÓ and ÒMrs. Bowen.Ó

Close as they were, the t wo lovers were also distan t. This ma y be

how Faulkner w anted it or , at any rate, how (as with his o wn siblings )

it simpl y had to be. H is soli tude w as by now too de ep-seated and

impene tr able to be r elinquishe d. Meta called him Òa moated manÓ

and Òa great carapace.Ó She would le arn onl y long af ter his de ath tha t

he had not ac tuall y f lown in the Gr eat War.

Not wi thstanding their dif ferences, what bonde d Faulkner and

Meta was a common vision f or their futur e. They both w anted

marriage, a second chanc e at lo ve. Meta pr essed to mak e it happen.

ÒLet him go, Estelle, Ó she thought (as she wrote in her memoir ). ÒI

can grow wi th him. Y ou canÕt. IÕm younger . Pret tier . I can hold him,

grace his lif e, keep him fr om alcohol, slake his passion, calm his

volcanic r ages.Ó As for Faulkner , he seemed to r ecogniz eÑbefore she

didÑtha t an af fair in H oll ywood w as all they would e ver successfully

manage. He had inquir ed about div orce options when r eturning to

Oxford in 1936, and he didn Õt like what he w as told. Estelle w ould

not onl y oppose him str enuousl y, but she w ould also k eep him fr om

his thr ee-y ear-old da ughter , Jill. Painfull y, Faulkner and M eta had

to r eadjust their sig hts. They trie d to r emain gr ateful f or wha t the y

had: a love affair in a to wn famous f or lo ve affairs. I t w as dif f icult to

imagine M eta in O xford, what wi th his e xtensiv e wor ld of famil y and

acquain tanc es, shared memories and widespr ead stories. Priv acy

would pr ove impossible, and sociabili ty even mor e so. The idyll
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would c ollapse of i ts own inappr opria teness. Only in H oll ywood, in

rented rooms and on stolen oc casions, was their passion viable a t

all. Later , she would r ef lect: he w as Òmy lover, my rock; i t w as not

enough, but I made i t enoug h.Ó For the next 15 yearsÑthoug h Meta

would e ventuall y marr y another man (W olfgang Rebner, a German

pianist ) and Faulkner w ould ha ve other af fairsÑthe y remained true

to each other , in their fashion.

The RebnersÕ marriage did not pr osper. FaulknerÕs role in i ts

failur e is unkno wable. The available evidenc e suggests that he ne ver

sought to in ter vene as RebnerÕs rival, nor did R ebner seem to r esent

FaulknerÕs prior plac e in his wif eÕs affections. The de cency wi th

which all thr ee seemed to tr eat each other o ver the ne xt de cade

is remarkable. But M etaÕs off-and-on marriage allo wed, at the same

time, an in termi t ten t r elationship wi th Faulkner tha t w as going

nowher e. In 1939, weakened by an oper ation to r emove a tumor

and depr essed by the failur e of her marriage, she wr ote Faulkner

of her miser y. She was heading home to her par ents in Ariz ona

to r ecuper ate and to se e if she could str aighten her lif e out. H e

responded at onc e, urging her to r oute her tr ain trip b y way of

Louisiana, wher e he would me et her . In a blinding r ainstorm, he

drove to the tr ain junc tion and sa w her emer ge, feverish. The y dr ove

for hours thr ough the storm to N ew Or leans and then che cked in to

a hotel in the Vieux Carr Ž. After a nig ht o f drinking and lo vemaking,

Meta awoke at noon, fr ee of fever. Looking up in amaz ement, she

saw Faulkner grinning a t her as he answ ered her unsta ted question,

ÒGood whisk ey, and Mr . Bowen.Ó

Meta r eturne d fr om Ariz ona, determine d to mak e her marriage

work. But b y 1942, she had filed for div orce. Again, she and Faulkner

pursue d their af fair , but b y now i t cle arly had no futur e. In 1945, she

remarrie d Rebner, yet several years later Ñthe marriage onc e mor e

in ruinsÑshe div orced him again. I n the mid- 1950s, a divorced and

impo verished Meta found herself r educed to borr owing $150 fr om

the no w w ell-o ff (Nobel laureate) Faulkner . Having to do this f ille d

her wi th shame. She sent him a che ck for $75 as soon as she could,

promising the r est soon. He tor e up the che ck, wri ting her back:

72 | Holl ywood and H eartbr eak



ÒYou canÕt possibly owe me anything lik e money; I r emember too

much.Ó

Memor y: this is per haps the note to sound in closing a

consider ation o f Faulkner and M eta Carpen ter . He had sought in her

a sanctuar y to esc ape from the miseries o f his lif e. He had many

tr oubles: his marriage Õs failur e, his California-impose d distanc e

fr om his ador ed daughter , his inef faceable guilt o ver DeanÕs death,

and his disc omf or t at being c aught in the mone y tr ap of Holl ywood.

Amid all the turmoil, M eta was like an illusion o f tr anscendenc e.

Together the y would cr eate an er otic utopia: just their t wo bodies

and souls. Wonderful as i t w asÑfor a timeÑi t could not be sustaine d.

Nothing good, he c ame to belie ve, could be sustaine d. Alcohol soon

found i ts w ay in to their sanc tuar y. So did Estelle and Jill and M etaÕs

husband, Rebner. Conceived as the opposite o f normal lif e, their

affair be came, over time, c aught up in normal lif e. ÒBetween grief

and nothing, I will tak e grief,Ó Faulkner wr ote to M eta in 1937. He

would ne ver have sought sanctuaries as aggr essively as he did if he

had not kno wn tha tÑlur king wi thin them allÑther e would c ome the

day of r eckoning. The bell w ould sound, he w ould be in time again,

and he w ould r emember . There would be grief, and he w ould tak e it.

As Faulkner en ter ed his 40s, his w or ld w as more out o f contr ol

than e ver bef ore. Unpr eparedness abiding ly mar ked his lif e and

work. But the appe arance of Meta in 1935 had uppe d the an te and

changed the e quations. I t can be no acciden t tha t his no vel most

marked by the besot tedness of sexual passionÑIf I Forget Thee,

Jerusalem (1938)Ñwas wri t ten at this time. Ra ther than dr awing on

MetaÕs personali ty, it centers on the bodil y phenomenon she

unleashed in him: or gasmic dischar ge. Charlot te, one o f the no velÕs

two pr otagonists, is mar ked by Òa faint inch-long sc ar on one che ek.Ó

She burns wi th unsmiling f eroci ty as she ini tia tes Harr y in to the

whir lpool o f erotic c onsumma tion. The en tir e novel pivots on the

unmanageable force of sexuali ty.

It is true tha t one-half o f the no vel (ÒOld Man Ó)Ñinsistentl y

inter woven wi th the lo ve-stor y half (ÒWild PalmsÓ)Ñfeatur es no acts

of in ter course. But no gr eat le ap of imag ination is r equir ed to r ealize
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that the in ter course enac ted li ter ally in the lo ve stor y of ÒWild

PalmsÓ is enacted f igur ativ ely in the turbulen t landsc ape of ÒOld

Man.Ó Faulkner w as never to describe a mor e hallucina tor y

landscape than tha t o f the f erocious Mississippi ( the Old Man )

f looding i ts bor ders (as it famousl y did in 1927). This catacl ysm

was uncontr ollable, shedding a lurid lig ht on all the pun y manmade

at tempts me ant to c onstr ain i ts force. The pr otagonist o f this

narr ativ e is an unname d convict. He has been sent out in to the

water to r escue a stranded and terminall y pr egnant w oman, equally

unname d. To accomplish this, he has onl y a fr ail boat between him

and the e xploding w aters:

[Suddenl y the plac e] wher e the phosphor escent w ater me t

the dar kness was now about ten f eet hig her than i t had

been an instan t bef ore and . . . it w as curled forward upon

itself lik e a sheet o f doug h being r olled out f or a pudding.

It r eared, stooping; the cr est of i t swir led lik e the mane

of a galloping horse. . . . H e continue d to paddle thoug h

the skif f had ceased to mo ve forward at all but se emed to

be hanging in spac e while the paddle still r eached thrust

recovered and r eached again; now inste ad of space the skif f

became abruptl y surr ounde d by a welter o f f leeing

debrisÑplanks, small buildings, the bodies o f dr owned yet

antic animals, en tir e tr ees leaping and diving lik e porpoises

above which the skif f seemed to ho ver in w eightless and air y

indecision lik e a bird above a fleeing countr yside . . . while

the c onvict squat ted in i t still going thr ough the motions

of paddling, w aiting f or an oppor tuni ty to scr eam. He never

found i t. For an instan t the skif f seemed to stand er ect on i ts

stern and then . . .

Immerse d in w ater lik e this, one does not ste er. There is not e ven

time to scr eam. The f low of time c eases and spatial demar cations

vanish as well. Dr y land wi th i ts orien tational mar kers (tr ees, farms,

roads) has morphe d in to a r oiling univ erse of water . Horiz ontal

becomes vertic al, down becomes up, and f orward becomes
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backward. Once-f ixed things swir l by as moving and menacing

debris. The se xual dynamic in terior to Ò Wild PalmsÓ figur es here as

outer apoc alypse. The set ting o f this stor y has slipped its mappe d

and masculine f ixi ty. All is now bot tomless and unmanage able

female waters. Fall in to these and y ou dr own. At their symbolic

coreÑthe tar geted but unloc ated object o f the c onvictÕs questÑis

a nine-mon ths-pr egnant w oman. Excrucia ting ly swollen, she is on

the verge of evacuating her o wn w aters. The w atersc ape of ÒOld

ManÓ keeps screaming the same message to the hapless c onvict:

you canÕt live here. In this, i t squar ely in terse cts wi th the kindr ed

message at the he art o f the lo ve stor yÑone tha t Char lot te passes on

to H arr y: ÒYou liv e in sin; you cant liv e on i t.Ó

Both stories cir culate ar ound some thing mor e primor dial than

fixed forms. Both c enter on liquid tha t has escaped its normal

boundaries and is f lowing unc ontr ollabl y. In the lo ve stor y, that

liquid is Char lot teÕs blood. The narr ativ e opens in the perspe ctiv e

of a puri tanic al older doc tor . He has been summone d to tr eat a

badlyÑbut in visibl yÑin jur ed woman. Char lot te and H arr y have

rented the doc torÕs bungalow on the Gulf Coast. She is

bleedingÑfatall y, it turns outÑ fr om Harr yÕs botche d abor tion.

Althoug h the doc tor senses imme diatel y Òthe secret irr eparable

seeping o f blood,Ó his defenses keep him fr om kno wing mor e. He

has to ask, ÒWhere is she bleeding ?Ó and Harr y responds, ÒWhere do

women ble ed?Ó

Female bleeding had mar ked FaulknerÕs imagination long bef ore

this no vel. In The Sound and the Fury, Quentin w as mesmeriz ed by

womenÕs menses. ÒPeriodic al f ilth be tween t wo moons balanc ed,Ó

so he fantasized a womanÕs monthl y bleeding. As I Lay Dying and

Sanctuar y both a t tende d hypnotic ally to an illici t ruptur e of the

hymen. Light in A ugust went on to c onsider mor e broadly this male

obsession. Joe Christmas w as terrif ied by wher e and wh y women

bleed. When other bo ys first told him about menstrua tion, he

rushed in to the w oodsÑin unc ontainable distr essÑand sought out a

str ay sheep. He slaughter ed it and then immerse d his hands in i ts

blood. H e was seeking inocula tion fr om the sc andalous fac t tha t the
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idealized object o f male desir e leaks every mon th. Joe thoug ht he

had pr ocur ed such inocula tion un tilÑ years later Ñhe trie d to ha ve

sex wi th the w aitr ess Bobbie. Interrupting him, she murmur ed tha t

she was having her period. Shock ed speechless by the in visible

liquid mo ving bene ath her appar ent stillness, he j abbed her har d

twic e in the he ad, then r an away at full spe ed. Soon he stoppe d

wi thin a gr ove of tr ees to catch his br eath. All the tr ees seemed

to him to be def orme d and ble eding urns. Each w as issuing, dr op

by dr op, a deathl y, foul-smelling liquid. M enstrua tion f igur es in

FaulknerÕs imagination as an in toler able sign of instabili ty and bodil y

rotÑo f Òliquid putr efaction ÓÑlurking wi thin the f emale form.

But none o f these earlier no velsÑno mat ter ho w in tense their

inter est in f emale mensesÑcenter ed on or gasm itself. And none

of them dr ew so openl y on r ecent personal e xperienc e. Here is

Faulkner tr ying to sa y it to his e ditor Rober t H aas in 1938: ÒTo me,

it [ If I Forget Thee] w as wri t ten just as if I had sa t on the one side

of a wall and the paper w as on the other and m y hand wi th the pen

thrust thr ough the w all and wri ting not onl y on in visible paper but

in pi tch dar kness too.Ó Here is Harr y tr ying to sa y it in the no vel

proper: ÒYes out o f the terr or in which y ou surr ender v oli tion, hope,

allÑthe dar kness, the falling . . . y ou yet f eel all your lif e rush out o f

you in to the per vading immemorial blind r eceptiv e matrix, the hot

f luid blind f oundationÑgr ave-w ound or w omb-gr ave, itÕs all one.Ó

And her e is the diagnosis o ffered by a doctor to the c onvict in ÒOld

Man.Ó (The convict has been bleeding thr ough the nose f or the en tir e

narr ativ e.) The doctor sa ys, ÒAnyone ever suggest to y ou tha t you

were hemophilic?Ó

Common to these thr ee passages is the uncontr ollable r elease

of liquid. I t pours thr ough the pen, out the bod y, and fr om the

nose. The r elease seems to oc cur Òin pitch dar knessÓ and its force

is steeped in fa tali ty: Ògrave-w ound or w omb-gr ave, itÕs all one.Ó The

bursting is e cstatic. I t also overruns e very boundar y tha t mak es

selfhood r ecognizable. ÒHemophilic:Ó the term suggests Fa ulknerÕs

own pr odig iousl y penetr able and ÒleakingÓ imagination. Things

surge in and out o f i t too e asily. Cri tics ha ve long note d tha t
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vomi ting pla ys a large role in FaulknerÕs fiction. I t f irst sho ws up

as the r esult o f binges in the a viator stories. B ut in the gr eater

workÑThe Sound and the Fury and Light in A ugustÑvomi ting star ts

to signif y mor e broadly the dr ama of the ego under assa ult, i ts

inc apacity to toler ate wha t is hur tling in to i t. In the suf focating

presence of a black g ir l in a shedÑthis is to be his se xual

ini tia tionÑthe y oung Christmas e xplodes in to violenc e. Her ÒblackÓ

smell has pene tr ated him, turne d him topsy-tur vy. He goes brief ly

berser k and tries to kill her .

ÒHemophilic Ó: Faulkner suf fered fr om (and his w ork tappe d

unf orget tabl y in to) the overwhelming o f his def enses. Eventuall y,

he would le arn tha t such bodil y distr ess wasÑmore

deeplyÑsynonymous wi th cultur al distr ess. His hypersensi tivi ty to

the vertigo o f Òtaking inÓ and Òleaking outÓ made him a vir tual

seismogr apher o f non-negotiable cultur al encounters. Outr ageÑthe

signatur e event in his tr agic w orkÑis the o verwhelming o f cultur ally

inculc ated boundaries. Outr aged and in vaded, one is no longer

oneself. Lik e Freud, Faulkner se ems to have grasped tha t onl y what

hur ts is instruc tiv e. The lacerating w ound c arries the bad ne ws tha t

oneÕs defenses have been br eached, and oneÕs inner boundaries ha ve

failed. His entir e cultur e was fixated on mapping and main taining

dif ferences between male and f emale, whi te and black, aristocr at

and whi te tr ash. When these iden ti ty-sustaining boundaries

collapsed, Faulkner r egister ed wi th extr aordinar y power their fall-

out: a sor t o f cultur al hemorr haging. W hat is the spe ctacle o f lig ht-

skinne d Joe Christmas par ading in M ot tsto wnÕs centr al square,

waiting to be Òrecogniz edÓ as black, if not such a collapse?

Miscegenation lies a t the he art o f both Absalom, Absalom! and Go

Down, M oses (not to spe ak of FaulknerÕs own anc estr al shadow

famil y). What is this but the burstingÑthe hemorr hagingÑof

sanctuaries er ected to k eep out the un wanted other?
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6. Alcohol and Accolades

Given that lif e recurr entl y came at him in the f orm o f outr aging

and overwhelming assa ult, Faulkner r emained extr aordinaril y

sensitiv e to the appe al of sanctuaries. These w ere ri tuals or

practic es whose repeatabili ty mig ht ser ve as protection or

tempor ary escape. His sartorial e xtr avaganceÑthe mili tar y unif orms

he wore after the Gr eat War wi thout being en ti tle d to do so, the f ox

hun ting r egalia he later delig hted inÑspeaks to this ne ed for f orms

of pr edic table or der. So, likewise, does the c eremonial t wo-w eek

hun t in the Mississippi wilderness tha t he lo ved to embar k on every

autumn. Ev entuall y, his failing he alth made the demanding

wilderness tr ek inadvisable. He seemed to ha ve found a satisfac tor y

replacement in his la ter y ears, wi th the mor e sedate ceremony of

Charlot tesville f ox hun ting. A number o f later photos sho w Faulkner

in his magnif icent hun ting a t tir e, sit ting on his horse wi th silen t

digni ty, every inch the Vir ginia aristocr at. (We donÕt know for sur e

but c an suspect the ir ony he mig ht have felt as the pomp-sa tur ated

pic tur es were being tak en.)

Thr oughout his lif e, one sanctuar y tha t ne ver faile d to fail him

(to use his o wn phr asing in Absalom, Absalom!) was alcohol. M eta

Carpenter had, a t f irst, r efused to belie ve Faulkner w as a heavy

drink er. In time, ho wever, she would le arn tha t his bond wi th the

booze was more abiding than the one wi th her . He could not ( and

usually did not e ven tr y to) escape its hold. Lik e the other shaping

forces in his lif e, the r ole of booz e began long bef ore his bir th.

His great-gr andfather and gr andfather w ere both w ell kno wn as

excessive drink ers. He remember ed and r etold ( as thoug h it w ere

his own) a stor y about his gr andfather , J. W. T. FalknerÑsuccessful

citiz en and pr esident o f OxfordÕs main bank. Deep in his cups one

day, the old man lumber ed in to his big B uick (he o wned the f irst

car in O xford), instruc ting his black driv er to tak e him to the bank.

Once ther e, J. W. T. clamber ed out o f the c ar, picked up a good-
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sized brick, and hur led i t in to the bankÕs plate-g lass windo w. Asked

by wide-e yed bystanders wh y, he answered: ÒItÕs my Buick, m y brick,

and my bank.Ó Throughout FaulknerÕs childhood, unc ontr olled

drinking w as the stuf f of colorful stories, a spe cial pr ecinc t

inhabi ted by his male anc estors. So it w as no surprise tha t, by his

late te ens, he had become widel y known as one o f the to wn drunks.

At one le vel, alcoholism main tains i ts hold b y way of chemic al

bondage. Psycholog y and cultur e cease to play a role at tha t le vel;

the alc oholic c annot just will his w ay out o f drinking. Y et, the

drink erÕs personali tyÑthe values of his cultur e tooÑfind their w ay

into this pic tur e as well. Southern bo ys typic ally learned to drink

earlyÑand har dÑduring their te ens. It w as a popular f orm o f male

camaraderie. The shar ed bot tle w as a talisman allo wing them to

secede fr om the w or ld of womenf olk and adult r esponsibili tyÑto

declare once mor e their un tamed independenc e. Later , in New

Or leans in 1925 and surrounde d by Sherwood Anderson Õs drinking

companions, Faulkner widene d his sense of alcoholÕs role in the

emancipa ted lif e.

Further , from 1920 to 1933, there was the inf luenc e of Prohibi tion.

Get ting hold o f liquor Ñalways a fun activi ty for frisky bo ysÑbecame

doubl y alluring when f ederal law meant tha t you mig ht land in j ail.

Ther e was a further risk tha t, sinc e illici t booz e was an uncontr olled

and, ther efore, poten tiall y hazardous substanc e, it could seriousl y

damage the drink erÕs health. A f inal c ontributing fac tor f or Faulkner

was the decades-long ri tual o f hun ting in the Delta. This w as a manÕs

activi ty he had cherishe d ever sinc e he was in his te ens. Joining the

annual hun ting e xpedition in N ovember le d by General Stone (Phil

Stone Õs father ), Faulkner w ould c onf irm his sense o f himself as a

woodsman in the f emale-fr ee company of lik e-minde d men. Those

two weeks in the big w oods were lubric ated by sustaine d nig htl y

drinking. A t these times, w eighty memories and air y expectations

would f ind their w ay in to the c eremony of men-spe ech. As Faulkner

put i t in Go Down, Moses:

The best game o f all, the best o f all br eathing and f orever
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the best o f all listening, the v oices quiet and w eighty and

deliber ate f or r etr ospection and r ecollection and e xacti tude.

. . There was always a bot tle pr esent, so tha t i t w ould seem to

him [ the y oung Ik e McCaslin] tha t those f ine f ier ce instan ts

of heart and br ain and c our age and wiliness and spe ed were

concentr ated and distille d in to tha t br own liquor which not

women, not bo ys and childr en, but onl y hun ters dr ank.

Althoug h blessed wi th a r esilien t consti tution, Fa ulkner dr ank to

such excess that, by his late 30s, he had serious he alth issues.

His f irst hospi taliza tion f or unc ontr ollable drinking, a t Wrig htÕs

Sanatorium in B yhalia, Mississippi, oc curr ed in June 1936. Twenty-

six years later , he was at Wrig htÕs again and suf fered a fatal he art

at tack on Jul y 6, 1962, one day after being admi t ted. In between,

alcohol sen t him in to the hospi tal doz ens and dozens of times.

Thr oughout the 1950s, he w as probably hospi taliz ed every thr ee

mon ths or so, thoug h no cur es seemed to w ork for him. The

ther apies include d the in jection o f chemic als, electr oshock, and

psychoanalytic sessions; none o f them suc ceeded in separ ating

Faulkner fr om the bot tle. H e seemed to ha ve believed, at the

deepest level of his being, tha t he ne eded periodic ally to drink

himself in to oblivion. I t w as his chosen w ay of shaking o ff anxie ty

and str ess, as a wet dog shak es off water . When younger , he would

typic ally come out o f these binges r efr eshed and r eady to r eturn

to his c ommi tmen ts. It w as as though he had dr ained the ba t ter y

all the w ay and could no w r echarge it ef fectiv ely. But as he aged,

the in juries ( to his bod y and mind) be came graver. He eventuall y

suffered fr om convulsive seizuresÑso much so, tha t a M emphis

doctor suggeste d a spinal tap. Faulkner f led, as usual, to his O xford

retr eat, Rowan Oak. Ther e he holed up, put ting himself back

together as best he c ould.

A final alc ohol vigne t te r emains. FaulknerÕs daughter Jill told this

one, culle d fr om a r eservoir o f childhood memories, man y of them

tr oubled. As one of her te enage bir thda ys approached, she note d

apprehensively tha t her fa ther w as moving to ward a binge. She
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knew wha t his binges w ere like: lasting fr om t wo days to mor e

than a w eek, they consiste d of Faulkner si t ting in his under wear in

his bedroom, w ell supplie d wi th booz e. There, he would c onsume

bot tle af ter bot tle un til he de cided he had had enoug h. Alarmed at

this pr ospect, Jill begged him to hold o ff the binge un til af ter her

bir thda y par ty. Hearing this ple a once too o ften, he silenc ed her:

ÒNo one r emembers ShakespeareÕs childr en.Ó Perhaps, but FaulknerÕs

child c ertainl y remember ed tha t zinger , and I heard her ci te i t in a

TV inter view some t wo decades later .

No sing le cause explains his alc oholism; r ather , ther e were many

contributing fac tors. A slew of unwanted thoug hts and f eelings tha t

had accumula ted in FaulknerÕs psyche over the y ears was likely at

the he art o f his drinking. Fr om childhood on, he w as hypersensi tiv e

and lonel y. No less, ther e was the impor tant r ole of the ( male)

Falkner tr adition o f excessive drinking: a self -damag ing w ay of

aligning himself wi th his anc estr y. More broadly, ther e was probably

the estr anging vocation o f let ters in a Southern socie ty tha t def ined

manhood other wise. Then, ther e was guilt f or the lies he told about

his experienc es in the Gr eat War. (He had wanted badly to cut a

bigger f igur e than he ac tuall y cut.) Sharpest o f all, per haps, was

his guilt f or the un timel y death o f his br other De an, in FaulknerÕs

own W aco. And in another k ey, ther e was cultur al guilt ( not f elt

by hor des of his c ompatriots ) for his c ontinue d complici ty in his

regionÕs abusive racial arr angements. More pervasively, ther e was

guilt f or having got ten himself in to a tr oubled (and inesc apable)

marriage wi th a w oman he ei ther should ha ve marrie d earlier or

(perhaps) not at all. Finall y, ther e is lik ely to ha ve been guilt f or the

messy love affairs tha t he pursue d ardentl yÑin his quest f or some

measure of the in timac y and erotic r elease lacking at home.

Drinking to numbness embodiesÑ whatever else may be at pla yÑa

search for a sanctuar y. It enac ts a doome d at tempt to f orget who

you are and how you came to be tha t w ay. Finally, thoug h, who

knows exactl y wh y a man drinks himself to de ath? The stunning

thing is not Fa ulknerÕs alcoholism per seÑterrible thoug h it w asÑbut

the f ictional achie vement he manage d to cr aft despi te i t. Af ter
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winning the N obel Priz e for Li ter atur e in 1949, Faulkner w ould r arely

again encounter mone y tr oubles. Nor w ould ther e be major hur dles

to get ting his w ork publishe d. But the period tha t tells most about

his char acter oc curr ed t wo decades earlier . This was the time when

he strugg led to mar ket his stories and no vels, tir elessly and against

unr emit ting odds. Thr oughout these y ears, the editors k ept turning

him do wn. Un vanquished, he kept sending his w ork out. (H e later

advised a would-be wri ter tha t un til his stuf f had been turne d down

a hundr ed times, he hadn Õt yet got ten to z ero.) Regardless of the

arr ay of r easons for beating Faulkner do wn, he just w ould not qui t.

As his beleaguered Jack Houston thinks (in The Hamlet), ÒI dont

understand i t. I don t kno w wh y. I wont ever kno w wh y. But You cant

beat me. I am str ong as You are. You cant beat me.Ó

Thoug h the inner tr oubles he suf fered fr om w ere never r esolved,

eventuall y fame did c ome. Its f irst onsla ught had oc curr ed in the

early 1930s. After the lig htning-lik e public ation o f The Sound and

the Fury, As I Lay Dying, Sanctuar y, and Light in A ugust in just

thr ee yearsÑa pace of masterpie ces matche d onl y by

ShakespeareÑFaulkner had be come impossible to ignor e. The New

York li ter ati w ere all over him. Soon he establishe d what w ould

be a lif elong commi tmen t to Random H ouse as his chosen pr ess.

In 1949Ñhaving publishe d 13 novels, half of them supr emely

goodÑFaulkner f inall y won the big priz e, the Nobel. Not wi thout

anxiety had the N obel judges agr eed to besto w their a ward on him.

And not wi thout str ateg ic skirmishing w as he persuaded to go to

Stockholm to mak e his acceptanc e speech. His 17- year-old da ughter

Jill accompanie d him. The pe dagogic ar gument tha t she w ould

benef it fr om exposur e to Eur opean cultur e was cunning ly deplo yed

as leverage to get him ther e.

His need for priv acy was inveter ate, however, and arguments of

the sor t deplo yed by the N obel Commi t tee usually failed to

persuade him. H e would la ter e ven decline an in vitation to the

Kennedy White House. Althoug h by then he liv ed in

Charlot tesvilleÑto be ne arer to his da ughter and gr andchildr enÑthe

100-mile trip to W ashington w as Òa long w ay to go just to e at.Ó To
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the end, he pr eferr ed calling himself not a wri ter but a farmer . More,

he never advised other wri ters ho w to impr ove their cr aft. No one,

he believed, had ever ta ught him much about impr oving his o wn.

Such r etic ence marked him e arly and late in lif e, surely contributing

to the str esses in his marriage wi th a vibr ant and sociable Southern

woman lik e Estelle. No less, it kept him on the far side o f the v arious

ceremonies associated wi th li ter ary success. To him, par ticipa tion

in pr ofessorial conferences wher e practi tioners o f let ters joine d

li ter ary scholars to shar e anecdotes and insig hts would ha ve been

tor tur e. He never w ent past the 11th gr ade andÑgenius thoug h he

wasÑhe had nothing to te ach the pr ofessors. And he was sure he

had even less to learn fr om them.

Thr oughout the 1950sÑa de cade that saw the public ation o f four

of his last f ive novelsÑFaulkner w as a famous man. Steadily he was

receiving ac colades. A FableÑuniquel y recalci tr ant and long in

gestation (he strugg led wi th i t thr oughout much o f the

1940s)Ñfinall y appeared in 1954. It w on the Puli tzer Priz e the

follo wing y ear. It w as too big an ef for t to ignor e, yet i t w as also

too dif f icult to r eadÑtoo o verwri t ten and por ten tousÑto gain a

readership. Of the v arious r easons that shed lig ht on i ts failur e

to gain tr action wi th the public, t wo are especiall y salient. The

first is tha t Faulkner w as off his na tiv e turf. The bulk o f A Fable

takes place not in Y oknapatawpha Coun ty but on the ba t tlef ields o f

France, during the Gr eat War of 1914-1918. Its theme is cr ystalline:

the absur di ty of tha t w ar. Thus, it launches a Christ-lik e at tempt

by the ÒCorpor alÓ to foment a cease-f ir e that w ould, if suf f icien tl y

widespr ead, shut do wn the en tir e war. But the po wers tha t

beÑrepresented by the ÒGeneralÓÑare not about to le t the c ease-

f ir e succeed. The narr ativ e moves steadily to ward the

crucif ixionÑli ter ally the c our t-mar tial-manda ted execution o f the

Corpor alÑwr ought in to the bookÕs allegoric al pr emises. Corpor al

and Gener al/ Christ and God /crucif ixion: the Christian fr ame is

blatant, per haps suffocating. The r hythms o f Yoknapatawpha

CountyÑwi th i ts char acters, plots, landsc ape, anecdotes, and

humor Ñare rarely near.
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The second r eason that A Fable is broadly judged a failur e has

to do wi th FaulknerÕs prose for wri ting i t. Studde d wi th or otund

sentenc es that seem to go on f orever, A Fable tends to w ear out

its r eader. (It is mainl y pr ofessional ÒFaulkneriansÓ who argue for

the bookÕs impor tanc e.) Here we touch on a bese t ting c ondi tion o f

FaulknerÕs work when i t fails i ts own standar ds. The name I besto w

upon this c ondi tion is ÒFaulkner ese.Ó Any reader of this book who

has previousl y failed to mak e it thr ough the f orest of Faulkner ese

may have an idea of wha t IÕm talking about. For tha t r eason, it is

wor th char acterizing fur ther this tur gid terri tor y.

ÒFaulkner eseÓ is a verbal pr actic e commi t ted to pr olif erating

syntax and L atina te/pol ysyllabic v ocabular y. Its insistenc e

manif ests itself in sen tenc e after sen tenc e that thunders on ward.

ÒFaulkner eseÓ does not select or par e down, and i t has li t tle in ter est

in the sing le, telling de tail or in pa using and le t ting the r eader catch

his br eath. ÒFaulkner eseÓÑeither pr eviousl y encounter ed or dr eaded

in advanceÑis a major r eason many readers are skit tish to ward

FaulknerÕs work. LetÕs see how i t oper ates in A Fable. I ci te the arriv al

(a few pages in to the book) o f a speeding mili tar y car carr ying the

thr ee top gener als. They have come to crush the incipien t r ebellion:

It [ the c ar] came fast, so fast tha t the shouts o f the se ction

leaders and the clash o f rif les as each section pr esented

arms and then clashe d back to Ôat easeÕ, were not onl y

continuous but o verlapping, so tha t the c ar seemed to

progress on one pr olonged cr ash of ir on as on in visible

wings wi th ste el feathers,Ña long, dust y open c ar pain ted

like a destroyer and f lying the pennon o f the supr eme

commander o f all the allie d armies, the thr ee generals sit ting

side by side in the tonne au amid a rig id g li t ter o f aides,Ñthe

thr ee old men who held individual c ommand o ver each of

the thr ee individual armies, and the one o f tha t thr ee who,

by mutual c onsent and ac cord, held supr eme command o ver

all (and, by tha t tok en and rig ht, over everything bene ath

and on and abo ve the distr acted half -c ontinen t)Ñthe Bri ton,
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the Americ an, and between them the Gener alissimo: the

slight gr ay man wi th a fac e wise, in telligen t, and unbelie ving,

who no longer belie ved in an ything but his disillusion and

his in telligenc e and his limi tless powerÑf lashing acr oss that

terrif ied and aghast amazement and then gone, as the

section le aders shoute d again and the boots and the rif les

crashed back to simple aler t.

This is a carefull y meditated piece of wri ting, y et i ts unr elenting

grandiloquenc e makes it har d to c ome to terms wi th. A slew of

words is being hur led, torr entiall y, at the r eader. Earlier , to be sur e,

I claime d tha t FaulknerÕs dif f icult y was inseparable fr om his

achievement. The opening pages o f Absalom, Absalom! are even

mor e daunting than this passage. (Y ou may remember m y

mentioning tha t m y f irst r eading o f Absalom ended wi th thr owing

the book do wn in disgust.) B ut a ne cessary dif f icult y is a far cr y

fr om a gr atui tous one. AbsalomÕs dif f icult yÑlik e that o f FaulknerÕs

other e arlier masterpie cesÑtests a readerÕs willingness to sustain

confusion b y not kno wing enoug h in time. This is a ne cessary

dif f icult yÑnecessary because all thr oughout our liv es we suffer

fr om such not-kno wing-y et. W hatever lig ht Faulkner c an shine on

it is pr ecious.

The dif f icult y of the passage fr om A Fable has nothing to do wi th

our not kno wing enoug h in pr esent timeÑour unpr eparedness for

what is at stak e in a momen t o f experienc e. Instead, the passage

is staticÑa monumen tal table auÑas it pr esses us to at tend to the

statur e of i ts cast of off icers. The pr ose claims tha t the

GeneralissimoÕs Òsupreme commandÓ extends to e verything

Òbeneath and on and abo ve the distr acted half -c ontinen t.Ó That

quote d phr ase is slack, as are Òby mutual c onsent and ac cord,Ó Òby

that tok en and rig ht,Ó and Òterrified and aghast amazement.Ó We

are in the pr esence of a ÒbigÓ scene full o f bombastic phr asesÑa

scene wher e the author pulls out the stops to mak e sure we register

how big i t is. To put i t simpl y, the pr ose engages in overkill.

Unfor tuna tel y, the t wo novels that pr ecede A FableÑIntruder in the
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Dust (1948) and Requiem for a Nun (1951)Ñoften r ely on the same

heavy linguistic ar tiller y. They labor har d to impr ess us. Since it is

distasteful to d well on a wri terÕs weaknesses, I will no w mo ve to

other ma t ters. But ther e is one caveat: the Faulkner who ma t ters

thr oughout this stud yÑthe great Faulkner Ñdoes not wri te

Faulkner ese.

In 1951, Faulkner w on the N ational Book A ward for his Collected

Stories. Four years later , A Fable garner ed tha t priz e as well.

ÒCollectedÓ: the term is resonant. Thr oughout the 1940s and 1950s,

Faulkner soug ht to ÒcollectÓÑto bring toge ther and mak e good onÑa

range of cr eativ e enterprises la unche d earlier . Addie Bundr en (in As

I Lay Dying ) speaks of the ne ed to cle an up the house bef ore leaving

it, and Faulkner w as cleaning up his li ter ary house. As early as 1925,

he had conceived his major Òwhite tr ashÓ fictional famil yÑthe ever-

reproducing SnopesesÑand he r eturne d to them onl y in 1940.

That is the y ear when The Hamlet appeared, releasing the

unf lappable Flem Snopes on to his f ictional c anvas. By way of the

Compsons and Sar torises ( major f igur es in a number o f his early

novels), Faulkner alr eady had his say about doome d Southern

aristocr acy. He had shown ho w their w or ld of pr e-Civil-W ar values

lef t them helpless in the fac e of post-Civil-W ar r ealities. The

Snopeses, by contr ast, allowed him to se e what no Compson or

SartorisÕs lens could enc ompass. Thr ough them ( and their number is

legion) he explor ed the options and in tric acies oper ativ e in the N ew

South. This w as a South long depar ted fr om Civil W ar exploi ts and

catastr ophes, unbur dened by tha t WarÕs tr auma and fallout. I ndeed,

The Hamlet is one of FaulknerÕs most c apacious no vels and deserves

mor e than the passing a t ten tion this brief stud y can give it. I t is also

his most c onventional masterpie ce. Readers who dislik e FaulknerÕs

work, in gener al, tend to mak e an exception f or The Hamlet . Like

If I Forget Thee, Jerusalem, it at tends po werfull y to the madness o f

love. No less, thoug h, it o ffers FaulknerÕs most extensiv e take on the

changes in economic struc tur e and ideolog ical stance occurring in

the South in the mid- 20th c entur y. Its te eming c ast of char acters

manif estly had mor e to g ive Faulkner , but i t w ould tak e 17 more
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years before he could tak e up their o ffer. The second volume o f the

Snopes trilog y, The Town, appeared onl y in 1957. Now tha t he had

a head of steam, the last v olume, The Mansion, progressed swif tl y,

coming out just t wo years later .

In the same v ein of ÒcollectingÓ and cleaning up, Intruder in the

Dust (1948) comple ted the r acial stories la unche d in Go Down, Moses

(1942). The same black protagonist, Luc as Beauchamp, is c entr al to

both no vels. No less, Requiem for a Nun (1951) reprises the unrul y

stor y of Temple Dr ake that Faulkner had br oached in Sanctuar y

(1931). (That earlier sc andalous no vel would ha ve struck him as a

case for Òcleaning up,Ó if ever ther e was one.) All toldÑapar t fr om A

FableÑevery novel Faulkner wr ote during these t wo decades enacts

a form o f cr eativ e house-cle aning. Depar tur e was on his mind, and

he was working out his le ave-taking. Fa ulknerÕs last novel, The

Reivers (1962), also won the Puli tzer Priz e. It unf olds as a bucolic

goodbye to his en tir e teeming w or ldÑr eprising man y earlier

characters and loc ales. But this time, he r eprises them in the f orm o f

romance rather than tr agedy. ÒPappyÓ (as FaulknerÕs grandchildr en

fondl y called him ) had taken over the cr eativ e pen. The opening

phr ase of The Reivers is ÒGrandfather said.Ó Nothing terrif ying w as

going to happen on i ts f it-f or -childr en, nostalg ic pages.

A commi tmen t to Òcleaning up Ó spurred not onl y FaulknerÕs

creativ e output, but also his social engagemen t. Thr oughout the

1950s, after he w on the N obel Priz e, insti tutions o f Americ an cultur e

and diplomac y solici ted his suppor t. Ther e was a new kind o f war

going on, the Cold W ar, and a new enem y, Russian communism. The

State Depar tmen t f ound (per haps to i ts surprise ) that Faulkner w as

serviceable. With a modicum o f careful handling, this unpr edic table

genius could perf orm as an ef fectiv e spokesman for US values. He

tr aveled for the S tate Depar tmen t to South Americ a and Japan,

wher e he carrie d out his tasks wi th unfailing gener osity and civili ty.

At home in Americ a, the need for Òcleaning up Ó had also become

dramatic. Civil rig hts turmoil, simmering ane w sinc e the r eturn

of black soldiers in 1945, w as erupting in to crisis. A wkw ardly yet

moving ly, Faulkner r ose to i ts challenge. A t some personal risk, he
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sought to moder ate the violenc e and to iden tif y common gr ound

between the r aces. His famil y knew he did not w ant to liv e wi th

blacks, and the y despised his publicl y pr etending tha t he did. B ut

they were wr ong in this judgmen t. Faulkner did not w ant to liv e wi th

blacks personall y, but to help Americ a figur e out ho w to liv e wi th

them na tionall y. The issue was clear: how to c onfr ont the fallout

fr om the c ountr yÕs foundational tr aumaÑslaveryÑand turn i t to ward

a civil futur e. Whatever else his tr avels around the w or ld ta ught him,

they taught him tha t r acial equali ty was the onl y possible stanc e

Americ a could endorse in the c ontempor ary wor ld.

It is tempting to c onclude this brief stud y of Faulkner on the

note o f Òcleaning up.Ó As readers, and human beings, w e want to

see problems w orked thr ough, or , at le ast, to understand them a t

last. We want the passage o f time to turn c onfusion in to insig ht,

messiness into cle anliness, storm in to c alm. But FaulknerÕs deepest

bid on our a t ten tionÑas I suggeste d in m y in tr oduc tor y remarks

about wh y we cannot ha ve a Òsimple FaulknerÓÑrequir es a change

in our e xpectations. Resolution, he c ame to see, is an aesthetic

requir ement (the w ork must ha ve form ). But i t is r arely a lif e reality.

Yet, most W estern f iction bef ore the gr eat 20th-c entur y

modernistsÑnot onl y Faulkner , but also Mar cel Proust, James Joyce,

Franz Kafka, and Vir ginia Woolf, among othersÑchose to wri te

plot ted stories r ather than a t tempt a narr ation o f unplot ted lif e.

Beginning wi th The Sound and the Fury, Faulkner (lik e his modernist

peers) went the other w ay. Once he took tha t plunge, his w ork

forsook f orever the seductions a t taching to Òsimple.Ó

Instead of Òsimple Ó he took onÑand worked brillian tl y to ge t his

reader to tak e onÑsomething r arer and mor e precious. He got us

to enc ounter lif e as it outr ageously erupts bef ore we master i t and

convert i t in to familiar narr ativ e pat terns. FaulknerÕs freshness and

power lodge her e. When caught up in pr esent turmoil, when c alled

to ac t bef ore we know ho w to ac t, w e are not kno wing, authori tativ e

beings. We are not the wri ters o f our script, butÑsuddenl yÑplayers

stumbling thr ough a drama wri t ten not b y us but b y condi tions

over which w e have li t tle c ontr ol. We are caught up in a per vasive
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and impersonal stormÑone tha t is cultur ally shaped, decades if not

centuries in the making.

To wri te the dr ama of the human being under such str essÑrather

than to tell tid y storiesÑ Faulkner had to wr ench his f iction fr ee from

the blandishmen ts of satisf ying plot-r esolution. H e had to le arn to

wri te sound and fur y. That he did so wi th such po wer suggests tha t

the stumbling tha t vexed his lif e also served as an inexhaustible

quarr y for his f iction. I close b y ci ting again the w ords of r eviewer

Evelyn Scot t, as she responded to the manuscript o f The Sound

and the Fur y in 1929. She understood wha t Faulkner had wr ought:

ÒHere is beaut y sprung fr om the perf ect realization of wha t a mor e

limi ting mor ality would describe as ug liness. Here is a humani ty

strippe d of most o f wha t w as claimed for i t by the Vic torians, and

the spectacle is mo ving as no sugar -c oated dr ama ever could be.Ó

It is the spe ctacle o f being o ff-balanc e and lur ching, o f being seen

and r espected and pi tie d as we moved thr ough the stages o f our

fall, heading to ward the e arth. ÒThe human he art in c onf lic t wi th

itselfÓ: so Faulkner iden tif ied (in his N obel Priz e acceptanc e speech)

his core concern. He took this c onf lic t too seriousl y to c onsole

or pr etend to r esolve. His work, lik e his lif e, was rarely about

succeeding, and not o ften about pr evailing. Both the lif e and the

work served, inste ad, as luminous testimon y to engag ing and

enduring lif eÕs assault. That is the dr ama he passed on to his r eaders.
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Suggested Reading

For a deeper understanding o f Faulkner Ñhis work and i ts

impac tÑnothing is mor e produc tiv e than to r ead his f iction

itself. (Faulkner himself w as adamant on this poin t. He once dir ected

his cri tics to the obi tuar y commen t about himself tha t he w ould

most endorse: ÒHe made the books, and he die d.Ó) This study has

sought to in tr oduc e the r eader to his major w orks. The best next

step is to engage them personall y, by plung ing in.

Many excellent commen taries lig ht the w ay to such an

under taking. As I men tione d in m y stud y, several illustrious Fr ench

think ers of the e arly 20th c entur yÑMalr aux, Sartr e, and Camus,

among themÑ were fascinated by Faulkner as e arly as the 1930s.

Their c ommen tar y (in the f orm o f essays or in tr oduc tions ) is still

capable of star tling the 21st-c entur y reader wi th i ts brillianc e.

Faulkner ta ught a course in cr eativ e wri ting a t the Univ ersi ty of

Vir ginia in 1957-1958. There he became friendl y wi th an en terprising

assistant pr ofessor, Joseph Blotner , whom he e ventuall y appoin ted

as his off icial biogr apher. BlotnerÕs magisterial Faulkner: A Biogr aphy

appeared in a t wo-v olume e dition in 19 74. Ten years later , Blotner

brought out a one-v olume e dition. I t imme diatel y becameÑand still

isÑour best in tr oduc tion to Fa ulknerÕs life. Blotner kne w Faulkner

personall y, having main taine d a convivial r elationship wi th the

wri ter during the last f ive years of his lif eÑwhich w as not possible

for la ter biogr aphers.

FaulknerÕs privilege d posi tion in Americ an cultur e was perhaps

at i ts peak between 1960 and 1990. Innumer able f irst-r ate

commen taries w ere wri t ten about him during those de cades. If you

were a college studen t stud ying li ter atur e in the Uni ted States at

that time, i t w ould ha ve been hard to avoid one or mor e of his

novels on your c ourse syllabi. Beginning in 19 74, the Univ ersi ty of

Mississippi la unche d its Faulkner and Y oknapatawpha series o f

conferences. As of the da te of this wri tingÑ May 2016Ñthat yearly
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conference remains vibr ant. I ts or ganizers in vite scholars fr om all

over the w or ld to c ome and deliv er their thoug hts about Faulkner .

These essays are later r evised and publishe d as part o f the Faulkner

and Yoknapatawpha series. I ur ge any reader curious to e xplor e

fur ther dimensions o f FaulknerÕs work to c onsult the v olumes in this

series. Its r ange is exemplaril y large.

Beyond this, I mig ht sketch out the f ollo wing cri tic al path way

thr ough the c ommen tar y on Faulkner . Drawing on Nie tzsche and

Freud, John I rwin Õs Doubling and I ncest / R epetition and R evenge

(1976) opened the w ay for the stud y of a mor e theoretic al and

philosophic al Faulkner . In the ne xt de cade, John T. Mat thewsÕs The

Play of FaulknerÕs Language(1982) and Eric SundquistÕs Faulkner: The

House Divided (1983) fur ther enlar ged the domain o f scholarship

devoted to Faulkner , subjecting him to a de construc tiv e lens

(Mat thews) and examining mor e thor oughly his gr asp of r acial

dynamics (Sundquist ). To this pair o f Americ an authors, one should

add a trio o f sophistic ated French cri tics whose w ork has been

devoted extensiv ely to Faulkner: Andr Ž Bleikasten, Michel Gr esset,

and Fran• ois Pitavy. Bleikasten Õs role has been especiall y inf luential.

His The Ink of M elancholy (1990) provides an authori tativ e analysis

of FaulknerÕs early masterpie ces. All of these wri ters ha ve continue d

to wri te about Faulkner .

My own w ork on Faulkner f irst appe ared in the 1990s; Becoming

Faulkner (2009)Ñat ten tiv e to both his lif e and his ar tÑis the thir d

book I ha ve devoted (entir ely or in par t) to this wri ter . Noel PolkÕs

Childr en of the Dark House(1998) showcases PolkÕs textual e xper tise

(he was in char ge of most modern e ditions o f FaulknerÕs novels).

In addi tion, Joel Williamson Õs Faulkner and Southern H istor y (1993)

and Don Do yleÕs FaulknerÕs County: The Historical R oots of

Yoknapatawpha (2001) provide indispensable historic al backgr ound

for understanding Fa ulknerÕs fiction.

Antholog ies of work devoted to Faulkner c ontinue unaba ted.

Among others, m y The Cambridge Companion to W illiam F aulkner

(1995) contains useful essays that open up Fa ulknerÕs wor ld.

Mat thews has just edi ted The New Cambridge Companion to W illiam
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Faulkner (2015), as well as William F aulkner in Conte xt (2015), in

which the widest r ange of contempor ary appr oaches to this wri ter

is on displa y. Readers in ter ested in le arning mor e about Faulkner

have only to turn to some o f this w orkÑpublishe d earlier or

appearing no wÑto extend their horiz ons.
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A Word from the Publisher

Thank you for r eading Simply Faulkner !

If you enjoyed reading i t, w e would be gr ateful if y ou could help

others disc over and en joy it too.

Please review i t wi th y our fa vori te book pr ovider such as Amaz on,

BN, Kobo, iBooks or Goodr eads, among others.

Again, thank y ou for y our suppor t and w e look f orward to o ffering

you mor e great r eads.
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