
william faulkner go down moses

william faulkner go down moses is a significant work in the canon of American literature,
showcasing the intricate storytelling and thematic depth of one of the South’s most influential
authors. This collection of interconnected short stories, published in 1942, explores themes of race,
family, and the complex legacy of the American South. Faulkner’s use of narrative technique and
symbolism in "Go Down, Moses" highlights his mastery in portraying the social and moral dilemmas
of his characters, set against the backdrop of Mississippi’s landscape. The book is known for its
profound examination of identity and history, making it a pivotal study for understanding Faulkner’s
literary contributions. This article delves into the historical context, thematic elements, character
analysis, and literary significance of "Go Down, Moses," providing a comprehensive insight into this
landmark work. The discussion will include its narrative structure, symbolism, and impact on
Southern Gothic literature, ensuring a thorough understanding of Faulkner’s intentions and
achievements.
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Historical Context of William Faulkner's Go Down,
Moses
The historical backdrop of "Go Down, Moses" is crucial for understanding the work’s thematic
concerns and character motivations. Written during the early 1940s, the collection reflects the social
and racial tensions prevalent in the Southern United States, particularly Mississippi, during the Jim
Crow era. Faulkner himself was deeply influenced by the legacies of slavery and the Civil War, which
permeate the narratives in this collection. The stories explore the complicated relationships between
white landowners and Black families, highlighting the enduring impact of slavery and segregation on
Southern society. This context provides insight into Faulkner’s critique of racial injustice and the
transformation of Southern identity over time.

Mississippi and the American South
"Go Down, Moses" is set primarily in Faulkner’s fictional Yoknapatawpha County, a microcosm of
Mississippi and the broader South. This setting allows Faulkner to address the region's history,



culture, and social dynamics with depth and specificity. The portrayal of rural life, economic
struggles, and racial divisions in the South is grounded in authentic historical experience, making
the collection a valuable reflection of its time.

The Legacy of Slavery and Segregation
The legacy of slavery looms large over the stories in "Go Down, Moses," influencing character
interactions and plot development. Faulkner examines the moral complexities and enduring scars
left by slavery, including the tensions between freed Black families and their former white owners.
The narratives reveal how segregation and systemic racism continued to shape lives decades after
emancipation.

Thematic Elements in Go Down, Moses
The themes explored in "Go Down, Moses" are multifaceted, encompassing race, family, identity, and
the environment. Faulkner’s exploration of these themes reveals the deep contradictions and
struggles within Southern culture. The stories collectively question notions of heritage, loyalty, and
morality against a backdrop of social change and historical trauma.

Race and Identity
One of the central themes in "Go Down, Moses" is race and the complex identities forged through
the intersection of ancestry and social status. Faulkner presents characters grappling with their
racial heritage, often highlighting the blurred lines between Black and white identities in the South.
This theme challenges traditional racial binaries and exposes the pervasive impact of racism on
personal and communal identity.

Family and Ancestry
Family ties and ancestral legacy are recurrent motifs in the collection. The McCaslin family, in
particular, serves as a focal point for exploring how history and lineage influence relationships and
individual destinies. Faulkner illustrates the burdens and responsibilities that come with family
heritage, especially in a society marked by racial division.

Nature and Environment
Faulkner’s vivid descriptions of the Southern landscape emphasize the connection between
characters and their environment. The natural world often mirrors the themes of growth, decay, and
continuity, reinforcing the cyclical nature of history and human experience in the South.



Character Analysis and Relationships
The characters in "Go Down, Moses" are richly drawn, with complex motivations and interwoven
relationships that reflect broader social issues. Faulkner’s nuanced portrayal offers insight into the
psychological and emotional dimensions of individuals shaped by their cultural and historical
context.

The McCaslin Family
The McCaslin family is central to many of the stories, serving as a symbol of Southern aristocracy
and the contradictions inherent in its legacy. Key figures such as Isaac McCaslin and his
descendants embody the tensions between tradition and change, morality and complicity in racial
injustice.

African American Characters
Faulkner gives significant attention to Black characters, depicting their struggles, resilience, and
humanity. Characters such as Sam Fathers and Lucas Beauchamp challenge stereotypes and provide
a counterpoint to the dominant white narratives, enriching the collection’s exploration of race and
identity.

Interpersonal Dynamics
The relationships between characters reveal the complexities of power, loyalty, and betrayal in a
racially stratified society. Faulkner’s intricate character interactions highlight the personal costs of
systemic oppression and the possibility of empathy and reconciliation.

Narrative Structure and Style
"Go Down, Moses" is notable for its innovative narrative structure, consisting of seven
interconnected stories that together form a cohesive whole. Faulkner’s stylistic choices enhance the
thematic depth and emotional impact of the work.

Interconnected Short Stories
The collection’s structure allows Faulkner to approach its themes from multiple perspectives,
creating a layered and multifaceted narrative. Each story stands alone yet contributes to an
overarching exploration of history and identity.

Use of Multiple Narrators
Faulkner employs a range of narrators, including first-person and third-person perspectives, to
provide diverse viewpoints. This multiplicity of voices enriches the narrative and challenges readers



to piece together a complex social tapestry.

Language and Prose Style
Faulkner’s prose is characterized by its lyrical intensity and intricate syntax. His use of dialect,
imagery, and symbolism deepens the reader’s engagement with the text and underscores the
cultural specificity of the Southern setting.

Symbolism and Literary Devices
Symbolism plays a crucial role in "Go Down, Moses," with Faulkner using various literary devices to
convey themes and emotional undercurrents. These elements contribute to the work’s enduring
significance and interpretive richness.

The Title’s Biblical Reference
The title "Go Down, Moses" alludes to the biblical story of Moses leading the Israelites out of
bondage, symbolizing themes of liberation and struggle. This reference frames the collection’s
exploration of freedom and oppression in the context of African American history.

Animals and Nature as Symbols
Faulkner often uses animals, particularly in the story "The Bear," as metaphors for innocence,
wilderness, and the forces of nature. These symbols reflect the characters’ internal conflicts and the
broader themes of survival and change.

Motifs of Hunting and Land
The recurring motifs of hunting and land ownership highlight issues of control, inheritance, and the
connection between humans and their environment. These motifs underscore the intertwined fates
of individuals and the land they inhabit.

Impact and Legacy of Go Down, Moses
"Go Down, Moses" holds a prominent place in American literature, influencing both literary
scholarship and cultural understanding of the South. Its exploration of race, history, and identity
continues to resonate with readers and critics alike.

Influence on Southern Gothic Literature
Faulkner’s work helped shape the Southern Gothic genre, characterized by its focus on decay,



grotesque characters, and social critique. "Go Down, Moses" exemplifies these traits, contributing to
the genre’s development and popularity.

Critical Reception and Scholarship
Since its publication, the collection has been the subject of extensive critical analysis, with scholars
examining its narrative complexity and thematic profundity. It is regarded as a key text for
understanding Faulkner’s literary philosophy and the cultural dynamics of the South.

Enduring Relevance
The themes of "Go Down, Moses" remain pertinent in contemporary discussions about race, history,
and identity in America. Faulkner’s nuanced portrayal of the South’s troubled past offers valuable
insights into ongoing social and cultural issues.

Exploration of race relations and racial identity

Examination of family legacy and historical burden

Use of innovative narrative techniques

Rich symbolism tied to nature and liberation

Lasting influence on American and Southern literature

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of William Faulkner's 'Go Down,
Moses'?
The central theme of 'Go Down, Moses' revolves around the complex relationships between race,
family, and history in the American South, particularly focusing on issues of slavery, identity, and
heritage.

How is 'Go Down, Moses' structured as a literary work?
'Go Down, Moses' is structured as a collection of interconnected short stories that together form a
larger narrative about the McCaslin family and their estate in Mississippi, exploring themes of
legacy and moral conflict.



What role does race play in 'Go Down, Moses'?
Race is a pivotal element in 'Go Down, Moses,' as Faulkner examines the dynamics between white
landowners and Black characters, addressing the legacy of slavery and its impact on identity and
social relations in the South.

Why is 'Go Down, Moses' considered significant in Faulkner's
body of work?
It is significant because it showcases Faulkner's narrative innovation through its interconnected
stories, deep exploration of Southern history and race, and complex character development, making
it a cornerstone of his literary legacy.

What biblical reference is the title 'Go Down, Moses' alluding
to, and why is it relevant?
The title references the biblical story of Moses leading the Israelites out of slavery in Egypt,
symbolizing themes of liberation and struggle against oppression, which parallels the African
American experience depicted in the book.

Additional Resources
1. Light in August by William Faulkner
This novel explores themes of identity, race, and belonging in the American South, much like "Go
Down, Moses." It follows the journey of Joe Christmas, a man of uncertain racial heritage, as he
struggles with his place in a deeply divided society. Faulkner’s rich narrative style and complex
characters make this a compelling read for those interested in his exploration of Southern life.

2. The Sound and the Fury by William Faulkner
Considered one of Faulkner’s masterpieces, this novel employs a stream-of-consciousness technique
to tell the story of the Compson family’s decline. Through multiple perspectives, it delves into
themes of time, memory, and familial decay. Readers who appreciate the layered storytelling in "Go
Down, Moses" will find this novel equally challenging and rewarding.

3. Absalom, Absalom! by William Faulkner
This novel centers on the tragic rise and fall of Thomas Sutpen, a man with grand ambitions in the
antebellum South. Faulkner explores themes of history, race, and the legacy of the past, paralleling
many of the motifs found in "Go Down, Moses." The book’s complex narrative structure and deep
psychological insight make it a significant work in Faulkner’s oeuvre.

4. Sanctuary by William Faulkner
A darker, more controversial novel, "Sanctuary" deals with crime, morality, and social decay in the
South. Its gripping plot and vivid characters offer a stark contrast to the more contemplative tone of
"Go Down, Moses," yet it remains deeply rooted in Southern Gothic tradition. This book provides
insight into the harsher realities Faulkner sought to portray.

5. Faulkner’s County: The Historical Roots of Yoknapatawpha by Joseph Blotner
This scholarly work examines the real-life inspirations behind Faulkner’s fictional Yoknapatawpha



County, where "Go Down, Moses" is set. Blotner provides historical context that enriches
understanding of Faulkner’s themes and characters. It’s an essential read for those who wish to dive
deeper into the setting that shapes Faulkner’s narratives.

6. William Faulkner and the Southern Gothic Tradition by Michael Millgate
This critical study explores how Faulkner’s works, including "Go Down, Moses," fit within the
Southern Gothic literary tradition. Millgate analyzes Faulkner’s use of grotesque characters and
decaying settings to comment on the South’s troubled history. The book offers valuable insights into
the thematic and stylistic elements that define Faulkner’s writing.

7. Race and Memory in Faulkner’s Go Down, Moses by Stephen Railton
Focused specifically on "Go Down, Moses," this book delves into the complex interplay of race,
history, and memory in the collection. Railton discusses how Faulkner confronts the legacy of
slavery and racial tensions in the South. It’s an insightful companion for readers interested in the
social and political dimensions of Faulkner’s work.

8. The Portable Faulkner edited by Malcolm Cowley
This anthology includes selected short stories, excerpts, and essays by William Faulkner, providing a
comprehensive overview of his literary career. Featuring pieces from "Go Down, Moses" alongside
other significant works, it offers readers a broad perspective on Faulkner’s themes and narrative
techniques. The introduction by Cowley contextualizes Faulkner’s impact on American literature.

9. Faulkner: A Biography by Joseph Blotner
One of the most respected biographies of William Faulkner, this book chronicles the author’s life,
influences, and creative process. Understanding Faulkner’s personal history sheds light on the
themes present in "Go Down, Moses." Blotner’s detailed research and engaging narrative make this
biography a valuable resource for fans and scholars alike.
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