
The Saddest Words: William Faulkner and the
Civil War
When we think of renowned American novelist William Faulkner, his works often
conjure images of gothic landscapes, complex characters, and profound
exploration of the Southern United States. While he wrote about various themes
throughout his career, one recurring motif that deeply impacted Faulkner's writing
was the haunting shadow of the Civil War. In this article, we will delve into the
profound impact of the Civil War on Faulkner's work and explore some of the
saddest words he penned on this tragic era in American history.

The Darkened South: Faulkner's Southern Gothic

William Faulkner was born in 1897 in Mississippi, a state deeply scarred by the
legacy of the Civil War. Growing up in this region, Faulkner felt a deep connection
to the land and its history. His works were often set in the fictional county of
Yoknapatawpha, which served as a microcosm of the post-Civil War South.
Through his writing, Faulkner explored the decaying plantation culture, racial
tensions, and the fading glory of the Old South.

Faulkner's characters in novels such as "The Sound and the Fury" and "Absalom,
Absalom!" were deeply affected by the aftermath of the Civil War. They grappled
with the loss of an identity, the burden of the past, and the shattered dreams of
the Southern aristocracy. Faulkner's intricate storytelling and poetic prose vividly
captured the collective melancholy and despair that reverberated across the
South.
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The Tragic Consequences: Faulkner and the Cost of War

Through his writings, Faulkner explored the tragic consequences of war on the
human psyche. The Civil War served as a backdrop for his characters' inner
conflicts, portraying the emotional scars that war leaves behind. Faulkner's
profound understanding of the human condition allowed him to depict the post-
war struggles of individuals who had lost their loved ones, their homes, and their
sense of purpose.

In "A Rose for Emily," one of Faulkner's most famous short stories, he explores
the life of Miss Emily Grierson, a woman trapped in a world destroyed by war.
The story is an allegory of the South's struggle to cope with the changing times
and the loss of its former glory. Faulkner's masterful prose captures the essence
of mourning and the isolation that engulfs those who are left behind.

The Sound of Silence: Faulkner's Narrative Style

Faulkner's unique narrative style adds an extra layer of poignancy to the saddest
words he wrote about the Civil War. His stream-of-consciousness technique and
non-linear storytelling allow for a deeper exploration of the characters' emotional
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landscapes. By diving deep into their thoughts, fears, and regrets, Faulkner
immerses his readers into a world of sorrow and longing.

One of his most notable works, "As I Lay Dying," portrays the Bundren family as
they journey through the South to bury their deceased matriarch. Faulkner's use
of multiple narrators, each with their own perspective and pain, creates a
symphony of voices that reflects the shattered lives and fragmented society in the
aftermath of the Civil War.

The Saddest Words: Faulkner's Legacy

William Faulkner's works continue to resonate with readers worldwide. His
exploration of the Civil War's impact on the human spirit, his vivid portrayal of a
post-war South, and his ability to convey the profound sense of loss have
cemented his place in American literature. Faulkner's saddest words, often
bathed in melancholy and despair, serve as a reminder of the tragic
consequences of war and the resilience of the human spirit.

In , William Faulkner's writings on the Civil War are a testament to the lasting
impact of this dark chapter in American history. Through his powerful storytelling
and unforgettable characters, he immortalizes the pain, sorrow, and loss
experienced during this time. Faulkner's saddest words serve as a poignant
reminder of the human capacity to endure and find meaning even in the face of
profound tragedy.
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A New York Times Notable Book of 2020

How do we read William Faulkner in the twenty-first century? asks Michael Gorra,
in this reconsideration of Faulkner's life and legacy.

William Faulkner, one of America’s most iconic writers, is an author who defies
easy interpretation. Born in 1897 in Mississippi, Faulkner wrote such classic
novels as Absolom, Absolom! and The Sound and The Fury, creating in
Yoknapatawpha county one of the most memorable gallery of characters ever
assembled in American literature. Yet, as acclaimed literary critic Michael Gorra
explains, Faulkner has sustained justified criticism for his failures of racial nuance
—his ventriloquism of black characters and his rendering of race relations in a
largely unreconstructed South—demanding that we reevaluate the Nobel
laureate’s life and legacy in the twenty-first century, as we reexamine the
junctures of race and literature in works that once rested firmly in the American
canon.

Interweaving biography, literary criticism, and rich travelogue, The Saddest Words
argues that even despite these contradictions—and perhaps because of them—
William Faulkner still needs to be read, and even more, remains central to
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understanding the contradictions inherent in the American experience itself.
Evoking Faulkner’s biography and his literary characters, Gorra illuminates what
Faulkner maintained was “the South’s curse and its separate destiny,” a class and
racial system built on slavery that was devastated during the Civil War and was
reimagined thereafter through the South’s revanchism. Driven by currents of
violence, a “Lost Cause” romanticism not only defined Faulkner’s twentieth
century but now even our own age.

Through Gorra’s critical lens, Faulkner’s mythic Yoknapatawpha County comes
alive as his imagined land finds itself entwined in America’s history, the characters
wrestling with the ghosts of a past that refuses to stay buried, stuck in an
unending cycle between those two saddest words, “was” and “again.” Upending
previous critical traditions, The Saddest Words returns Faulkner to his
sociopolitical context, revealing the civil war within him and proving that “the real
war lies not only in the physical combat, but also in the war after the war, the war
over its memory and meaning.”

Filled with vignettes of Civil War battles and generals, vivid scenes from Gorra’s
travels through the South—including Faulkner’s Oxford, Mississippi—and
commentaries on Faulkner’s fiction, The Saddest Words is a mesmerizing work of
literary thought that recontextualizes Faulkner in light of the most plangent
cultural issues facing America today.
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