Nation (1992) would be appropriate, as
it could explain why the Red State voters
rejected a Vietnam combat veteran for a
draft-exempt poseur who dons flight suits
and pontificates in front of a wall of uni-
forms and flags. Laptop bombardiers,
popcorn-crunching warriors, football-sta-
dium louts, NASCAR-fanatics, Left Be-
hind millenarians —they all recognize in
Dubya one of their own.

Zengotita also discusses child-rearing
in an age of mediation; the fate of nature
in such a world (it becomes a shrinking
and besieged refuge); and how frantic
work schedules, lives of “perpetual mo-
tion,” and “immersion in a numbing rou-
tine” provide relief for most people from
the tension created by the unattainable
visions of affluence, adventure, and eu-
phoria with which they are tormented un-
ceasingly. (Business functions as a kind
of defense mechanism.)

Reading Zengotita leaves little doubt:
The mouse, the remote control, and the
cell phone have transformed our lives
and minds even more radically than did
the printing press five centuries ago. This
transformation, however, seems to be
leading not to the flowering of thought
and culture but to its extinction.

H.A. Scott Trask is an independent
historian in the process of writing
“Copperheads and Conservatives:
The Northern Opposition to the
Civil War.”

Citizen Faulkner
by Clyde Wilson

Essays, Speeches & Public Letters
by William Faulkner,
edited by James B. Meriwether
New York: The Modern Library;
352 pp., $13.95
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fwe wish to understand and profit from a

great artist, the essential thing to grasp
is his vision, as unfolded in his work.
Much less important is something that,
unlike the God-given vision, he shares
with all of us—his opinions. Still, the
opinions of a creative writer with the
societal breadth and historical depth of
Faulkner not only help us to understand
his work better but are of intrinsic inter-
est and significance. Despite his own
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demurrer, Faulkner is worth knowing as
man and citizen as well as writer.

It is safe to say that no one will ever ful-
ly understand Faulkner’s work—“where
he was coming from,” as they say—who
has not studied the public nonfiction
writings here collected. Professor Meri-
wether, the most important Faulkner
scholar after the late Cleanth Brooks,
presents a work of clear-minded, mod-
est, persevering, and useful scholarship,
which is exactly what his title declares it
to be. The first (1966) edition contained
39 Faulkner documents. In the revised
edition, Meriwether has increased the
treasure to 63 items. Here we can find
everything from the Nobel Prize address
to the (unsigned) inscription on the La-
fayette County World War Il memorial.
Here is Faulkner receiving awards, ad-
dressing students, commenting on local
and national issues, and discoursing on
such topics as the Kentucky Derby, ice
hockey, and Japan.

After the early days, Faulkner never
wrote reviews and seldom commented
on other writers except for special occa-
sions or when questioned by students. He
was notoriously averse to Manhattan lit-
erary chitchat and networking. What he
had to say about literature mostly had to
do with the calling of a writer. His view
of the rightful duty of a writer, expressed
in the Nobel address but also on other oc-
casions, reflected a Christian sense of vo-
cation. The artist’s gift, and the anguish
and labor it brings, is justified by service.
“The human spirit does not obey physi-
cal laws,” and the artist should try “to up-
lift man’s heart,” to do his unique part in
keeping humanity “The Unvanquished.”
Needless to say, this understanding did
not derive from a Pollyannish (or, to use
a more American example, an Horatio
Alger-like) conception of human exis-
tence. For Faulkner, the unprecedented
and undigested fear of nuclear war that
marked his time gave the artist’s calling
a new urgency.

This reassures us in what we already
know to be true, though disputed by self-ap-
pointed intellectuals foreign to Faulkner’s
context. The protagonist of his fiction is
nearly always the human community, si-
multaneously universal and inescapably
particular in place and time. The base-
line of man in community, indeed, is
what distinguishes Southern literature
from “American” literature. The alien-
ated individual, so beloved of writers of
the past century, is not for Faulkner a he-
ro but, rather, an object lesson in human

failure —like Popeye, Ike McCaslin, or
Jason Compson.

Itshould come as no surprise, though it
will to many, that, on the evidence here, it
is clear that Faulkner’s politics, like those
of most Southerners of his generation,
were traditional —those of a Jeffersonian
republican. He believed in freedom but
also strongly in the necessity of virtue as
an effort to keep and deserve freedom.
Like other creative people of his gener-
ation, he was ill at ease with the Ameri-
can culture of boosterism and self-con-
gratulatory patriotism. (What would he
make of the age of Little Bush!) Butun-
like “American” writers, Faulkner (and
other Southerners) did not have to fall
back on alienation or Marxism. He had
a tradition to invoke, and this surely illu-
minates his art.

It appears that Faulkner projected a
book to be called “The American Dream:
What Happened to It?” From some of the
speeches and essays herein, we can see
what kind of book this would have been.
In an address to the Delta Farmers Coun-
cil in 1952, he suggested that Americans
had lost the Founding Fathers” dedica-
tion to “Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of
Happiness.” It had once meant not plea-
sure but the inalienable right to labor for
and deserve “peace, dignity, indepen-
dence and self-respect.” But the Ameri-
can Dream had devolved into “a vision of
ease and plenty” in a society suffused with
“a universal will to regimentation.”

In 1947, protesting in the local paper
some bureaucratic desecrations of Oxford
architecture, Faulkner wrote: “They call
this progress, but they don’t say where
it is going.” In a 1955 Harper’s essay,
“On Privacy” (subtitled “The American
Dream: What Happened to 1t?”), he ob-
served that the American dream of free-
dom and equality had been debased by
a pervasive failure of “taste and responsi-
bility.” In the same year, describing for
Sports Hlustrated his first view of a hock-
ey match, Faulkner wrote:

Only he (the innocent) did wonder
just what a professional hockey-
match, whose purpose is to make

a decent and reasonable profit for
its owners, had to do with our Na-
tional Anthem. What are we afraid
of? Is it our national character of
which we are so in doubt, so fear-
ful that it might not hold up in the
clutch, that we . . . dare not open

a professional athletic contest or

a beauty-pageant or a real-estate



auction [without a rendition of

it]. ... Or, by blaring and chant-
ing it at ourselves every time . . . do
we hope to so dull and eviscerate
the words and tune with repetition,
that when we do hear it we will not
be disturbed from that dreamlike
state in which “honor” is a break
and “truth” an angle?

Judging from his numerous letters to
newspapers, Faulkner, in his last years,
like every other thoughtful Southerner,
was unable to avoid preoccupation with
the fact of his region having become the
target of relentless national crusading
and the reconstructionist itch. His wres-
tles with the situation do not reveal a pat-
tern pleasing to 21st-century tastes, or
indeed much of any pattern at all. The
situation was fluid, and Faulkner died in
1962 before the full trajectory of the civ-
il-rights revolution could be discerned
by anyone. But his writings do reveal
some fundamental assumptions that il-
luminate the context and allow us to pre-
dict his likely reaction to future events.
The truth which follows is, like much
else, conveniently suppressed in the of-
ficial and self-congratulatory history of
civil rights: In Faulkner’s lifetime, the
race question was seen entirely as a mat-
ter of a righteous America applying the
rod to an un-American South. There was
not a glimmer of recognition in the na-
tional discourse — political, scholarly, or
journalistic —that there was any other as-
pect to the race question. Ittook the first
Watts riots, the movement of Martin Lu-
ther King, Jr.’s crusade to the North, and
George Wallace’s successes with North-
ern voters to shake the masters of Ameri-
can society into the admission that race
relations were a national, and not merely
a Southern, problem.

Faulkner was writing before the ad-
mission came. He was a Southerner liv-
ing with the intense criticism and hos-
tile action of outsiders. Like most other
Southerners, he did not buy into the my-
thology of the outsiders’ disinterested be-
nevolence and wise understanding of
what they were about. He sensed, for in-
stance, that the zeal for blaming Dixie
for all the nation’s evils had something
to do with fear —the Northern fear of the
dangers they had created in the centers
of their own cities. (Official American
history, of course, still blames the pathol-
ogies of the Northern cities on the Old
South, which ended long ago and far
away.) Faulkner suffered no illusions ei-

ther about the raw difficulties besetting
the path to equality.

But in spite of all, William Faulkner —
as human, citizen, and writer—discov-
ered a substantial truth. His lesson and
his hope were that his fellow Southerners
would be guided by what they themselves
knew to be just. In this, he was prophet-
ic: Blacks and whites in the South have
accommodated themselves to astound-
ing changes relatively peacefully, with
good will and good manners—while,
or so it seems from the vantage point of
South Carolina, hatred and strife have
been steadily on the rise in more enlight-
ened parts of the Union. The potential
for Christian charity and fellowship that
Faulkner invoked, at a time when it was
nearly invisible to others, has much to
do with this.

Clyde Wilson was honored with the very
first John Randolph Award this past fall.
He will soon be distinguished professor
emeritus of the University of South
Carolina.

Metaphoric Angels

by Catharine Savage Brosman

Collected Poems: 1943-2004
by Richard Wilbur
New York: Harcourt, Inc.;
586 pp., $35.00
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ichard Wilbur's long and distin-
uished writing career demonstrates

that a poet can go against literary fash-
ions, shunning what passes for received
wisdom, and still earn critical praise
and become an important figure on the
literary landscape. Few of his contem-
poraries have accomplished even part
of what he has managed: to produce
work of outstanding quality, using con-
temporary diction, while, in defiance
of trends, writing chiefly in measured
verse, eschewing excessively personal
(“confessional”) poetry, and attaining
considerable popularity. No 20th-cen-
tury American poet of stature surpasses
him in command of thyme, meter, and
stanzaic form, not only having ornamen-
tal function but serving brilliantly to
disclose poetic insights and give a sharp-
ened or deepened view of the world.
And at mid-century, when confessional

poetry—full of exposed humiliations,
regrets, anguish — was dominant, he was
concerned, as M.L. Rosenthal put it in
The New Poets: American and British Po-
etry Since World War 11, to “absorb [his]
‘secret’ motivations into relatively imper-
sonal and objective structures”; this con-
cern has directed and informed his work
thenceforth.

As for Wilbur's popularity, it comes, in
part, doubtless from his children’s books
and especially his play (written with Lil-
lian Hellman) based on Voltaire’s Can-
dide, turned into the libretto for Leonard
Bernstein’s musical, including the witty
“Pangloss’s Song” and “Oh, Happy We.”
His skillful verse renderings into Eng-
lish of plays by Racine and Moliere, of-
ten used for performances, and excellent
translations from French lyricists simi-
larly have contributed to making him
known. (The present volume includes
also translations from contemporary poets
of Russia, Bulgaria, and Rumania, which
make one want to know these authors bet-
ter.) Such work, along with his occasion-
al verse (for example, a poem for students,
ahymn fora 1959 Christmas concert, and
asplendid epithalamium called “A Wed-
ding Toast”), has created a broad, if not
mass, readership for Wilbur; one notes
the frequent anthologizing of his poems.
But what made such undertakings con-
genial to him and successful must have
been (again, in part, at least) his original
preference for impersonal, nonconfes-
sional poetry and strict forms, whose mer-
its have been proved for millennia and
are demonstrated again here. His suc-
cess with what is, by today’s reading stan-
dards, a wide public appears closely con-
nected to his poetic choices. His case is
a happy illustration of the essential func-
tion of style in achieving poetic integrity
and of a deserving work finding its audi-
ence (and winning many awards, includ-
ing the Pulitzer Prize) by virtue of both
high quality and range.

Born in 1921, Wilbur was educated
at Amherst College. After serving in the
Signal Corps at Anzio and in France, he
took an M.A. at Harvard in 1947. His
initial collection, The Beautiful Changes
and Other Poems, appeared that year. It
is the first of some 17 volumes that pre-
ceded this one, which brings together his
entire previous work in verse, including
children’s thymes, and adds a number of
new poems, dated 2004. The constituent
collections are printed in reverse chron-
ological order. This arrangement invites
perusal of the latest poems initially. Per-
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