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[R/A] “A Rose for Emily”


I liked the story. Why? I was born and reared in the Deep South, and Faulkner’s mythical setting is in Mississippi. The only difference between Mississippi and Louisiana, where I grew up, in is that we used to make fun of people from Mississippi. The joke during Clinton’s first election campaign was, “What do people in Arkansas have to be proud of. The answer is, “They beat Mississippi in literacy tests.” Poverty and ignorance abound there. I know because I used to visit my cousins in McComb, Hattiesburg, and Vicksburg. White trash, red-necks, and people who think that their family’s social status from before the Civil War means anything abound. I should know: my sister was born on the Indian reservation outside of Laurel, and she won’t forget the “family” plantations that were lost to the “goddamned carpetbagging Yankees.”


Is Emily psychotic. Sure. Given her circumstances, who wouldn’t be. Is the story moral? No. Why should it be? It is just a story about an “iron-grey” hair that was found on a pillow. And, I enjoyed it.


William Faulkner tells the story of a Southern lady, born to a previously aristocratic family. The story might seem unreasonable to most; however, to a Southerner, the story is all too believable.


We learn little of the characters. Emily is an iron-maiden: she was born to and lives her life in a state of denial. Her domineering father is described as standing in the foreground with a whip in his hand. We only learn of them from the anecdotal memories of the townspeople. The way in which Emily reacts to events in her life defines her character. Emily remains a spinster at age thirty. She refuses to admit that her father has died. She remains in the house with only the Negro servant for company. She stands up to the town fathers about her taxes. Out of character, she dates Homer, the Yankee. Because of her deep-seated sense of guilt–she has violated the laws of God and common decency–she kills her lover. Was he going to leave her? Maybe. And, in a truly psychotic fashion, she keeps Homer in her bed after she has murdered him. Did she sleep with his corpse? I think so. Faulkner tells of the dust in the room which hadn’t been opened for years. But, I think that Emily was so psychotic that she kept Homer, as she would have kept her father hadn’t the townspeople intervened.


William Faulkner tells the story in a disjointed, retrospective fashion. The story can be seen as if it is being told from memory. As memory is at times random, so the events in the story come to us almost at random. However, Faulkner does effectively tie the story together as a collection of snapshots–pictures of events in Emily’s life. There is a resemblance to Slaughter House Five.


The beginning and ending are most significant. Faulkner begins with the central event, Emily’s death, and ends with it. And then, he ties the townspeople finding Homer’s body to the end as perhaps an inconsequential detail, to be left as a postscript. As Emily goes to her rest, perhaps Homer can now go to his rest without the live vibrant Emily sleeping at his side.


Sick, sick, sick. But I liked it.

