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Mississippi is a truly wonderful American word that hisses and roles easily off the tongue and carries with it intimations of prehistory.  It is the name that has come to be applied to North America’s longest river and to a southern state that partially abuts it. It is a relatively recent name, not more than two or three centuries old, that the Caucasian explorers construed from the Ojibwe “misi-ziibi”, meaning the Great River.  

Mississippi became the 20th state of the Union in 1817. By the 1850s Mississippi was producing enormous wealth through its cotton plantations and slave-based economy. Mississippi was the second state to withdraw from the Union in January 1861 and it was a proud member of the Confederate States of America.  It was the scene of fierce battles as General Grant drove his army south in a long campaign through difficult terrain, capturing Jackson, the state capitol, and moving west in the spring of 1863, and ending with the surrender of General Pemberton’s forces at Vicksburg on July 3rd. Just in time to celebrate the national holiday, but a melancholy moment for both generals as they had been friends since serving together in the Mexican War fifteen years earlier. The Civil War ended in 1865, but it would be several generations before the South could restore the human vitality of so many lost in the War, the power of its lost wealth, and the pride eroded by defeat and occupation. It would carry these deep scars well into the 20th century.  

Oxford, where William Faulkner resided for most of his life, is the seat of Lafayette County, in the northern part of the state.  It was established in 1835 and named after England’s Oxford in the hopes, realized in 1848, that it would be chosen as the home of the yet to be formed University of Mississippi, today known as “Ole Miss”, which remained segregated until 1962, the year of Faulkner’s death. The town today has a population of 19,000, 75% white, and is recognized for its excellent public school system. In Faulkner’s stories, Oxford is Jefferson and Lafayette County is Yoknapatawpha County.  Perhaps he chose Jefferson to evoke the dual connotation of the third president of the Union and the first president of the Confederacy.  Yok-nuh-puh-Taw-fuh is derived from several Choctaw words and appears to mean plowed land.  

There is a school of thought that a Literature of the South emerged in the post-Civil War years and that it may still be with us.  Not all critical observers share this notion; and it may not be as uniformly applicable as its proponents would wish to have it and even the geography isn’t always consistent; but it does seem to offer a way of gaining an understanding of a number of Southern writers who matured during the late 19th and early 20th centuries; among them William Faulkner. The notable early ones, including Henry Timrod, Mark Twain and Kate Chopin, are marked by a unique and profound outlook about things that clearly separates them from such popular contemporaries as William Dean Howells, Theodore Dreiser and Edith Wharton, whose preoccupations tended to focus on the personal and vocational ramifications of upward mobility in a rampant, often merciless industrial-capitalistic society.

It wasn’t really the Civil War that made the difference, but the Reconstruction period that followed which created a very different situation in the South than in the rest of the country. Beginning in 1863, continuing in earnest after 1867 and lasting until 1877, the defeated rebellious states were under the control of an army of occupation, rather similar in concept to the American army in Japan following World War II. 

The local Federal authorities would recommend when each reconstructed former state should have its statehood restored. Its representatives could then be re-seated to the United States Congress. Mississippi was re-admitted in 1870; but Reconstruction had left its mark, carved by the self-serving machinations of the native Republican “Scalawags” and the predacious actions of Northern “Carpetbaggers”.  Incompetent whites and unprepared blacks had taken over and turned all branches of government topsy-turvy. Reconstruction also gave birth to subversive white supremacist groups: the Knights of the White Camellia, the White League, the Red Shirts, and, most notoriously, the Ku Klux Klan. Today we would call them terrorists; and some called them terrorists then too. 

These were the historical forces that would help to shape the outlook of many of those who would write in and of the South in these hard-scrabble years up to the Second World War. Industrial-capitalism and the materialistic world it generated, was of little concern to them because they lacked access to that path.  Instead, their themes would include: a common Southern history, the significance of family, a sense of community and one’s role within it, the Church and its burdens and rewards, racial tension, land and the promise it brings, one’s social class and place, and, sometimes, the use of the Southern dialect. Certainly we see a number of these themes infused in Faulkner’s tales.
William Cuthbert Faulkner was born in New Albany, Mississippi on 25 September 1897, the eldest of four boys born to Murry Cuthbert and Maud Butler Falkner. He was named in honor of his Great-grandfather, William Clark Falkner, the “Old Colonel”, who had been killed in a duel with a former business partner eight years earlier. He had enjoyed a remarkable career as a lawyer, politician, planter, businessman, Civil War Colonel, railroad financier and novelist (The White Rose of Memphis). The family name was without the “u”, which William, as we shall see, added later.  New Albany is about 25 miles northeast of Oxford, to which the family moved when he was four years old and where he would reside for most of his adult life. He died in Byhalia, Mississippi, about 50 miles north of Oxford, after being hospitalized as a result of several riding accidents on 6 July 1962 at age 64, on the anniversary of his Great-grandfather’s birthday. He is buried in Oxford’s St. Peter’s Cemetery.   

Faulkner, like so many who have a unique intellect and exceptional talent, was a lack-luster student. He showed an early talent in drawing and poetry, but by the sixth grade he was rather bored by it all.  He did not complete high school but did make two lasting friendships in his youth that were important in his adulthood.  The first was Estelle Oldham, his classmate and childhood sweetheart, who married Cornell Franklin, a promising suitor in her family’s eyes, in 1918.  When the marriage ended in divorce ten years later, Estelle married William. A daughter was born in 1931, but died shortly after birth.  In 1933, a second daughter, Jill, was born and she remained close to her father through the rest of his life. Estelle died in 1972.  The marriage, in some ways, was as gothic as his writings and it got off to a rough start; Estelle apparently attempted suicide during their protracted honeymoon along the Gulf Coast.  In 1936, Faulkner began a series of often protracted affairs, a pattern he followed into his later years.  Estelle seems to have been a talented painter who found solace in her art.  

The other was a young lawyer, Phil Stone, educated at Ole Miss and Yale, who became his literary mentor. Stone invited him to come to New Haven in 1918 to broaden his horizons and cushion his disappointment over Estelle’s marriage to Franklin.  During his stay, he worked at the Winchester Repeating Arms Co. and tried to enlist in the Aviation Section of the Army Signal Corps, which eventually evolved into the American Air Service; but was turned down due to his height; Faulkner was just under five feet six inches tall.  He then turned to the Canadians, liberally misstating his qualifications and inserting a “u” in his name, since he thought it appeared more English, and was accepted for pilot training at Toronto. World War I ended before he could complete the course. In 1920, he received his commission as an honorable 2nd Lieutenant in the RAF.  There is a photo of him, in uniform leaning casually on a cane, hinting of a wartime wound. Throughout his life he told friends and acquaintances stories of his RAF exploits which were his own fictional creations but very entertaining. One reason they rang true was that he later became a licensed pilot in civil aviation and owned aircraft, including a WACO-210 monoplane he bought in 1933. 

This brief interlude of military service made it possible for Faulkner to apply for admission in 1919 to Ole Miss without a high school diploma, under a special provision for WWI veterans.  He lasted three semesters and left in November 1920. 

He then wrote reviews for The Mississippian and held various odd jobs for a year or so  and then moved on to New York City in 1921, where he worked in a bookstore that was managed by Elizabeth Prall, who later married Sherwood Anderson, who became a friend of his a few years later.  By the spring of 1924 Faulkner was back at Oxford, where he was given the job of postmaster at the University.  In Ole Miss history, he is regarded as the worst postmaster it ever had.  He spent his time reading, playing cards, misplacing or losing the mail generally irritating everybody by failing to serve the customers.  He left the job in October 1924, at the same time he was asked to resign as scoutmaster of the Oxford Boy Scout troop for “moral” reasons—which appear to have been caused by his excessive fondness for alcohol, a weakness that would surface at various times during his life, usually in the form of binge drinking following completion of a major work. Of his dismal post office career, Faulkner mused: “I reckon I’ll be at the beck and call of folks with money all my life, but thank God I won’t ever again be at the beck and call of every son of a bitch who’s got two cents for a stamp.”  In 1929, he would again be employed by the University, this time at its power plant.  This seems to have been a quieter interlude for all concerned. 

That same year, 1924, Phil Stone saw to the publication of The Marble Faun, Faulkner’s first book of verse. A second collection of his poems, A Green Bough, appeared in 1933. In 1925 he was in New Orleans mixing with a literary crowd where he met among other writers Sherwood Anderson who encouraged him to write about the surroundings he knew best. He published his first and perhaps weakest novel Soldier’s Pay that year. The group’s activities were centered on a literary magazine, The Double Dealer, a pioneering journal that first published the works of Hart Crane, Ernest Hemingway, Robert Penn Warren and Edmund Wilson. From there he went on to Paris for several months and then to England.  

He was back in Oxford, Mississippi in 1929, where he wed Estelle and saw two more books published, Sartoris in January and The Sound and the Fury in October. The Faulkners bought a decrepit antebellum house that dated to 1844 in 1930 and he named it “Rowan Oak”.  The name derives from a Scottish legend that celebrates the powers of the tree.  As his novels suggest, Faulkner was not an easy man to live with. He required long periods of isolation and deep concentration while working, which the house provided for him. 

In 1932, he begins a sometime career as a screenwriter in Hollywood that would last until the mid-1950s.  His credited screenplays, usually in collaboration with one or more colleagues, include six, beginning with MGM’s Today We Live in 1933 and ending with Warner Bros.’ Land of the Pharaohs in 1955.  In between were: 20th Century Fox’s The Road to Glory, 1936, and Slave Ship, 1937; Warner Bros.’ To Have and Have Not, 1945, and The Big Sleep, 1946.  Uncredited film scripts include Gunga Din, 1939, and The Southerner, 1945, together with Jean Renoir. You will recall that To Have and Have Not was the 19-year old Lauren Bacall’s first film and she appeared opposite Humphrey Bogart. The most memorable scene is where, after unsuccessfully trying to attract Bogey’s interest, she turns at the door and invites him to signal to her if he needs anything, seductively breathing the immortal lines:  “You know how to whistle, don’t you, Steve?  You just put your lips together and …blow.”  I like to think Faulkner, who had a wry sense of humor, wrote those lines. 

In the 1950s, Faulkner, by this time a literary lion, was a sometime emissary for the United States government, promoting American culture during the Cold War. He began occasional teaching at the University of Virginia in 1957 and was appointed to the faculty in 1960. In 1961, a year before his death, he bequeathed his manuscripts to the University. 

William Faulkner was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1949, which he accepted in 1950 along with that year’s winner, Bertrand Russell. His acceptance speech was delivered in a soft voice and he spoke rapidly, much to the disappointment of the listeners.  However, when the published talk appeared in the newspapers the following day, it was acclaimed as one of the finest ever given.  Other prestigious awards followed: the French Legion of honor in 1951; two Pulitzer Prizes, one for A Fable in 1954; the other awarded posthumously for The Reivers in 1963.  There were two National Book Awards, the first for Collected Stories in 1951 and the second for A Fable in 1955. Just two months before his death, he received the Gold Medal for Fiction of the National Institute of Arts and Letters in May, 1962. 

Faulkner was not wealthy, but he could be generous with what he earned or received from prizes.  He gave a portion of his Nobel stipend to establish the PEN/Faulkner Award for fiction to support and encourage new writers in the field.  He gave another portion to an Oxford bank to set up an account to provide funds for African-American education majors at Rust College in nearby Holly Springs.  

On race relations he was a conservative, as reflected in a telegram he sent to W. E. B. Du Bois in response to his challenge to debate him on integration on the steps of the Sumner, Alabama courthouse:  “I do not believe there is a debatable point between us. We both agree in advance that the position you take is right morally, legally, and ethically.  If it is not evident to you that the position I take in asking for moderation and patience is right practically then we will both waste our breath in debate.”   

Faulkner was a prolific and prodigious writer. By my count: Nineteen novels, 125 short stories, seven books of poetry and two stage plays in addition to the screenplays already mentioned. Through this impressive body of work he delineates a wounded society that was outside the predominant American industrial-capitalist norm that – until the mid-20th century – was thwarted by the Civil War and the military occupation and economic chaos that followed.  He defines a distinctive strain of the human condition that seems beyond optimism and barren of hope, yet persists in cobbling together its own social order; a world that he perceived was anchored in and nurtured by family, tradition and its own peculiar sense of morality.  He was faithful to these eccentricities and to his own demons that grew from them, leaving a legacy of profound insight into the essential questions that plague us all in every generation as we search in our own ways for the meaning of life.  

 Faulkner put it this way:  “The aim of every artist is to arrest motion, which is life, by artificial means and hold it fixed so that a hundred years later, when a stranger looks at it, it moves again since it is life.  Since man is mortal, the only immortality possible for him is to leave something behind him that is immortal since it will always move.  This is the artist’s way of scribbling ‘Kilroy was here’ on the wall of the final and irrevocable oblivion through which he must someday pass.”  

End of Essay

Bibliographical note.  The principal source of the biographical information presented in this paper and the quotations used is the excellent University of Mississippi website: www.mcsr.olemiss.edu.  I strongly recommend it to those who wish to pursue various aspects of William Faulkner’s career and his writings.  Additionally, Wikipedia has a good introductory site on Faulkner and a comprehensive discussion of Southern Literature.  
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