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        Notable works:

        
          	The Sound and the Fury (1929), novel
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    William Faulkner was an American novelist, screenwriter, and recipient of the Pulitzer Prize in Fiction (in 1955 and 1963) and the Nobel Prize in Literature (in 1949). Born and raised in Mississippi, Faulkner’s early childhood was heavily influenced by his mother, his grandmother, and his African-American nanny, all of whom encouraged reading from a young age, as well as by his family’s oral history of the Civil War and the old South. Though initially successful in school, Faulkner neither graduated from high school nor finished the courses he began at the University of Mississippi. Nonetheless, he was introduced to the work of James Joyce (Irish author, 1882-1941) and wrote poems as a young man, eventually publishing his first novel in 1929.


    Though he suffered from alcoholism throughout his life, Faulkner had a prolific career, writing over 15 novels and the screenplays for such classic films as To Have and Have Not (1944) and The Big Sleep (1946). Noted for his modernist prose style, Faulkner’s body of work made major contributions in the genre of the Southern Gothic, and his major works are regarded as some of the most influential and prominent novels of the 20th century.

  


  
    LIGHT IN AUGUST


    SOUTHERN GOTHIC NOVEL


    
      	Genre: novel (modernist)


      	Reference edition: Faulkner, W. (1993) Light in August. London: Picador.


      	1st edition: 1932


      	Themes: identity, prejudice (classist, racial, and religious), morality, gender politics, the burden of the past

    


    Light in August focuses on the events surrounding the murder of a spinster in 1930s Mississippi; however, sprawling across an ensemble of characters and their remembered pasts, the novel depicts everything from religious extremism to misogyny to blatant racism. Culminating in the murder and castration of a man tormented throughout his life for having African-American blood, the novel observes a culture of conservatism and those who exist without it – from this racially-alienated man to an unwed pregnant woman to a delusional Reverend haunted by ghosts of the Civil War.


    Light in August is an example of Faulkner at the height of his modernist techniques, and the novel has shifts not only in narrative time but also in point of view, with the same incidents being recounted and remembered by different characters in a way that revisits the immediate narrative past. The style recalls an oral tradition and, together with the thematic content, makes the novel a staple in the genre of the Southern Gothic.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    LENA ARRIVES IN JEFFERSON, WHERE A HOUSE IS ON FIRE


    Lena Grove has left her brother’s family in Alabama to seek Lucas Burch, the father of her illegitimate child who left town as soon as Lena became pregnant. Lena hitchhikes from town to town until she is finally picked up by Armstid, who brings her to his home on the way to Jefferson out of concern that she might deliver her baby soon. Though he introduces Lena to his wife as Lena Burch, Mrs. Armstid soon discerns that Lena is unmarried. Lena tries to convince Mrs. Armstid that Lucas is a good man despite his tendency to be jovial and to seek a good time.


    Mrs. Armstid gives Lena the money she had saved from selling her eggs and sends her off. Armstid takes Lena to Varner’s store, who informs Lena that the man at the Mill in Jefferson is named Bunch and not Burch. Nonetheless, she is taken to Jefferson and does not notice a house burning off the side of the road.


    Byron Bunch recalls the day Joe Christmas arrived at the Mill and when Joe Brown arrived at the Mill. While Christmas arrived in new clothes the Monday following his first pay check, and continued to improve his condition over time, Brown did not. Bunch recalls that Brown would gamble away his money. He then recalls that Christmas quit first, followed by Brown, and that the two men had reputedly set up an illegal bootlegging business, all the while living in the former slave quarters on the property of an old, single woman and abolitionist named Burden. When Lena arrives at the Mill, Bunch immediately falls in love with her and regrets telling her that Joe Brown has a white scar above his mouth; this piece of information makes it clear that Joe Brown is Lucas Burch’s pseudonym, and Lena is crestfallen.


    Meanwhile, Reverend Gail Hightower observes the street from his study. He considers how Byron Bunch never goes to town with the other men on his night off, and how he discovered that Bunch instead goes to a church in another town during his time off. The narrator recounts the Reverend’s life in Jefferson, where he no longer holds a parish and is an outcast, due largely to his wife’s mental breakdown. Consumed with not only religion but also stories of his grandfather, a cavalryman killed in the Civil War, Hightower did not intervene with his wife’s trips to Memphis, where she carried on an affair. Though she spent time in a sanatorium and ostensibly recovered, due to Hightower’s neglect, she eventually relapsed and ultimately committed suicide. Hightower came under suspicion of carrying on an affair with his black cook, who then resigned; however, the rumours effectively ruined Hightower’s career, and he resigned after a few weeks of preaching to an empty parish.


    Byron Bunch arrives at the Reverend’s after having sent Lena to Mrs. Beard’s boarding house, where Byron has been staying. He has convinced Mrs. Beard that Lena is in town to meet her husband and need only spend one night at the boarding house; Mrs. Beard allows it. Byron tells the Reverend that the Burden house is still on fire; he reveals that the previous day, when Lena arrived in town as the house began to burn, a man and his wife first entered the Burden house. The husband discovered Joe Brown distraught downstairs, and when the man tried to go upstairs in order to retrieve the old woman, Brown attempted to distract him. However, the man made his way upstairs to discover the nearly decapitated body of Joanna Burden, clearly the victim of a violent attack. Joe Brown had gone by the time the man returned downstairs.


    Bunch continues to tell the Reverend that Joanna Burden’s nephew has offered a $1000 reward to anyone who might apprehend the killer. Shortly thereafter, Joe Brown informed the police that Joe Christmas was the killer, revealing that Christmas and Burden had been carrying on an affair since Christmas arrived in Jefferson, as Brown noticed that Christmas would leave their shared cabin in the evenings to visit the main house. Brown continued that Christmas threatened to kill him if he were to reveal any information about the affair with Burden. He says that Christmas told him that he had killed Joanna Burden on the day of the fire, and while the police did not initially believe Brown’s story, after he said that Christmas is in fact part black, the sheriff immediately believed it. Nonetheless, the police kept Brown apprehended as they opened up a search for Christmas. Byron tells the Reverend that he has not told Lena of this news, saying that he had worried that Brown might attempt to leave town once more.


    The narrator returns to the days prior to the fire, detailing how Joe Brown arrived that evening drunk and loud. Joe Christmas had been unable to sleep, and, further riled by Brown’s behaviour, throws him down and beat him. Though Brown calls Christmas a “nigger” (p.79) seemingly in an attempt to hurt him, Brown finally passes out from drink and sleep. Christmas lies awake in his bed thinking “God loves me too” (p.80). He considers how Joanna Burden not only lied to him about his age but had also prayed over him after he had left her bed. While he says he might be able to forgive the former, he cannot forgive the latter. He gets out of bed, strips, and heads to the road, where he screams at a woman passing by in a car. He finally sleeps for a few hours in the stables on Burden’s property.


    In the morning, Christmas goes to a clearing on the property; he shaves, reads a magazine, and pours out the whisky hidden in a tin. He puts the empty tins back. Christmas thinks about how he loathes Brown as he watches him receive a shave at a barbershop that night. Christmas then goes to the part of the town where the black residents live, before moving to the white part of town. He continues to walk and, while on the road, “he could smell negro” (p.90). He nearly assaults a group of black man with a razor he had not realised he was holding. He snaps out of it, and then heads back to the Burden house, thinking “something is going to happen to me” (p.91).


    JOE CHRISTMAS’ LIFE


    The narrator turns to Joe Christmas’ earlier life, when he had lived in an orphanage. As a five-year-old, he would eat the toothpaste of a woman in the orphanage who monitored the children’s diets. He does this every night, until one night he is nearly caught when the woman returns to her room with a man. Though Joe hides behind a curtain, he begins to hear them having sex and, having eaten toothpaste, he vomits. The woman throws him out of the room, calling him a “little nigger bastard” (p.94).


    The woman then believes that Joe will cost her her job by telling the orphanage director that she is carrying on an affair. Though she attempts to offer him money to keep quiet, Joe does not understand the consequences of what he saw. He refuses the money. The woman then approaches the janitor, who reveals that Joe is biracial. While she asks the janitor to offer this information to the orphanage matron, the janitor refuses, knowing that Joe would then have to be transferred to a black orphanage.


    The janitor remains preoccupied about the boy and confronts the woman, who informs him that she intends to tell the matron that Joe is half black. The janitor then takes matters into his own hands and takes Joe away, “enveloped in the man’s coat” (p.106). However, he and Joe are arrested in Little Rock, and Joe is sent back to the orphanage. The woman quickly makes sure that Joe is adopted by a farmer named Mr. McEachern, whose sober religiosity makes him condemn Joe’s surname of Christmas, which Joe had been given after having been found on Christmas Eve on the steps of the orphanage. McEachern renames Joe with his own surname.


    Having lived with McEachern for three years, Joe has yet to learn the catechism by heart. McEachern tells Joe that he may have one hour to try to learn again, but Joe fails to learn the catechism, and McEachern takes him to the stable and whips him. Joe is “calm, peaceful, quite inscrutable” (p.116) as McEachern beats him unconscious. When he wakes up, he is in his own bed with McEachern next to him, who asks Joe to pray for forgiveness. He gives Joe the catechism once more and leaves for church. McEachern’s wife brings Joe food despite the fact that McEachern had requested that he not be served any. Joe refuses the food and throws it to the floor. Mrs. McEachern leaves, and later that night, Joe gives in to his hunger and eats the food off of the floor, “like a dog” (p.118).


    When Joe is a teenager, he and other boys from the farm trick a young black woman into one of their sheds. She appears willing to have sex, and each boy takes his turn with her. However, when it comes time for Joe to have sex with her, he instead beats her up, until “there was no She at all now” (p.119). The others eventually pull him off her with difficulty. Joe is eventually released and goes home to be punished by his father for not having finished his work on the farm that evening. McEachern asks Joe if he has been with a woman and asks if he left marks on the boys he was fighting.


    A few years later, Joe buys a suit for himself by selling McEachern’s calf. McEachern finds it tucked into the hay loft and the calf missing, but when he confronts Joe, Joe unintentionally lies and says “with a kind of shocked astonishment” (p.125) that Mrs. McEachern took the cow for Joe. McEachern continues his inquisition, and he eventually accuses Joe of “lying and lechery” (ibid.). He punches Joe in the face, but Joe tells McEachern to stop given that Joe could easily cause serious damage to the old man. That night, Mrs. McEachern tries to convince her husband that she herself purchased the suit for Joe with her own money from selling butter, but McEachern does not believe her and forces her to pray, seeking forgiveness from God.


    Joe thinks that Mrs. McEachern has throughout his life tried to be like a mother to him, particularly in trying to save Joe from her husband’s abuse, but Joe considers how her kindness made him unable to endure McEachern’s abuse because she, in her care, ultimately made the beatings seem personal. Joe concludes that he hates Mrs. McEachern more in her kindness than her husband in his abuse. He thinks that “she is trying to make [him] cry” (p.128).


    That night while the McEacherns sleep, Joe sneaks out of his room by descending a rope he had tied from his bedroom window. He heads to the barn, retrieves his suit and a new watch, and waits on the road for a date to pick him up to go dancing. Joe had met the woman while on a trip into town with McEachern, who had gone to town to meet his lawyer. After his meeting, which ran late, McEachern took Joe to a run-down restaurant that he forbids Joe from entering again, calling it a place “where a man may go but a boy…may not” (p.132). However, the next time Joe goes into town with McEachern on a trip to the lawyer, he visits the restaurant with a dime that McEachern had given him. Joe orders from the same waitress he had met on his first trip to the restaurant, and when he comes up short to


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    INVESTIGATING THE MURDER OF JOANNA BURDEN
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