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CHRONOLOGY [compiled with the help of Gresset’s A Faulkner Chronology]
In June 1918 Faulkner enlists in the Royal Air Force.  Later he will claim that he was injured in a “crash landing” on November 22 (just after the war was over).

Mussolini’s March on Rome takes place on October 28, 1922.  By August 1925, when Faulkner visits Italy, Mussolini is, essentially, the dictator of the country.

On May 21, 1927, Charles Lindberg, flying The Spirit of St. Louis, lands in Paris, witnessed by a crowd of 100,000 people

On October 3, 1931, Lauro de Bosis, after only 7 hours of solo experience, flies over Rome in a plane named Pegasus and drops 400,000 anti-fascist leaflets.  Author of a play entitled Icaro, he runs out of gas before he can complete the return flight, crashing somewhere in the Mediterranean.  His body and his plane are never found.

On February 19, 1932, Faulkner completes the manuscript of Light in August
On January 30, 1933, Hitler becomes Chancellor of Germany.  On March 5 he declares that these will be “the last elections for a hundred years.”

On February 2, 1933, Nazi youth groups burn around 20,000 books on the Opernplatz in Berlin.

On March 25, 1933, the Memphis Commercial Appeal announces that “the writer [William Faulkner] is learning to fly.”

On May 13, 1933, Faulkner buys a Waco-210 monoplane.

On July 16, 1933, Italo Balbo’s squadron of 24 seaplanes arrives in Chicago after a 6100 mile flight from Italy.

On November 3, 1933, accompanied by his brother Dean and by Vernon Omlie, Faulkner flies to New York

In January or February, 1934, Faulkner begins Dark House
On February 14, 1934, Captain Merle Nelson is killed during an air show in New Orleans at the inauguration of the “Colonel A. L. Shushan” Airport.  Faulkner and Vernon Omlie arrive from Memphis the following day.

Between 11 November and 15 December, 1934, Faulkner sends to Harrison Smith the seven chapters of Pylon.  The book is published on March 25, 1935.

EPIGRAPH:

Then he thumbed his nose at me like he was always doing and flipped his hand at the Hun and kicked his machine out of the way and jumped.







—Flags in the Dust
Pylon is based on the events Faulkner himself witnessed at the opening of the brand new, $4,000,000 Shushan Airport in New Orleans in February, 1934 during Mardi Gras week.  The novel is focalized, accordingly, mainly through the consciousness of an aptly named “reporter,” who is sent out to cover the dedication ceremonies revolving around the three-day airshow.  It is “the strength of his precise reaction” (Adorno 70) to these spectacular events–their relation to a given consciousness, the subject, reflection--that gives the novel much of its force (a force still generally underappreciated--excepting, of course, by you special Pylonians–Pylomaniacs?-- here this morning).  [Note:  the panel took place from 8:00-9:20 a.m.  A vast multitude was in attendance].


As the novel unfolds the reporter tries to get backstage, and thus he takes up with the spectacle’s principal performers, an itinerant set of barnstormers joined together in a radically unconventional arrangement:  one woman living openly with three men (two of whom she sleeps with) and one child of doubtful paternity.  The reporter becomes obsessed and fascinated with this scene and insinuates himself into its very center.  He also comes to identify with their class struggle against Col. Feinman and his group for a larger percentage of the gate receipts.


The other main outlines of the novel’s cultural logic can be rapidly sketched.  An immense paying crowd has come out to the airport to gaze at the new highpowered machines and the daredevils who compete for cash prizes in such events as aerial acrobatics, airplane racing, and parachute jumping.  In the pause between events the reporter observes this crowd 

slowing and clotting before one of the temporary wooden refreshment booths which had sprung up about the borders of the airport property as the photographs of the pilots and machines had bloomed in the shopwindows downtown for some time before he began to realise that something besides the spectacle (still comparatively new) of outdoors drinking must be drawing them. (873-874)

(Let’s recall that the parachutist, Jack Holmes, is injured when he slams into one these “jerrybuilt refreshment booths when landing his parachute” [887].  Here, as throughout, Faulkner’s essential narrative attitude combines nightmare fascination with relentless irony).  


 “[H]e began to realise that something besides the spectacle (still comparatively new) of outdoors drinking must be drawing them”:  This “something besides” is of course the prospect of spectacular death, the immolation of man and machine, the scene to be narrated by “the voice of the amplifyer, apocryphal, sourceless, inhuman, ubiquitous and beyond weariness or fatigue” (801) whose social function is to provide a running official commentary on what the crowd is seeing with its own eyes yet, in a classic version of misrecognition, is unable fully to comprehend.  The essential secret of the mystifying spectacle is death, as if foreknown and promised by the newspaper which publishes the airmeet's program:  “Special Mardi Gras Evening Event.  Rocket Plane.  Lieut. Frank Burnham” (793).  The crashing of the rocket plane is the novel’s prototypical traumatic event, the new expression of the age in its “Passion for the Real” (Zizek 6), an event that generates a compulsive series of mediated repercussions:

 
[The newsboys] swirled about [the reporter], screaming:  in the reflected light of the 
passing torches the familiar black thick type and the raucous cries seemed to glare and 
merge faster than the mind could distinguish the sense through which each had been 
received: “Boinum boins!”  FIRST FATALITY OF AIR  “Read about it!  Foist 
Moidigror foitality!”  LIEUT. BURNHAM KILLED IN AIR CRASH  “Boinum 
boins!” (811)

STUNT FLIER BURNS TO DEATH IN SOUTH

Captain W. Merle Nelson of Hollywood, stunt flier, was burned to death at 9 o’clock tonight when his small comet-plane crashed to earth and was destroyed by fire at the Shushan Airport here. . . .  The pilot’s body was burned beyond recognition.  (“Stunt Flier Burns to Death”)
This, then, is Faulkner’s stunningly overdetermined figure for modernity:  the phallic pylons, the revolving airplanes, the inevitable smashing of machines, the burning of the pilot’s corpse, the crowd's rapt fascination, the front-page, bold-face publicity.  To adopt with a slight variation the formulation of Lauro de Bosis, who is speaking here of Italian Fascism, one cannot admire the new titanic forces and “deplore [their] excesses.”  The menacing new technological system here on display can only exist because of its excesses.  “Its excesses are its logic” (qtd. in Mudge 3).


It is in Faulkner’s rendering of the crowd in relation to this scene of mass interpellation through spectacle that one can discern, I suggest, a certain unmistakably fascistic coloration.  The crowd out at the airport or in the streets of New Valois, Franciana (an apocryphal mid-Depression New Orleans) is rendered as  

a static curbmass of amazed confettifaces (810)

a static human mass (813)

a small violent backwater of motionless backturned faces (812)

the gaped and upturned faces which choked the gangway (933)

the tide [of people] [. . .] talking to itself with one another in voices forlorn, baffled, and amazed:  “What is it now?  What are they doing out there now?” (799).  

Then the voice [of the amplifyer] was drowned in the roar, the snarl, as the aeroplanes turned the field pylon and, followed by their turning heads along the apron as if the faces were geared to the sound, diminished singly out and over the lake again.  (934)

The crowd is fascinated but also intimidated and unconsciously mistrustful of the power that blindly impels it to follow “the revolutionary movements” “as if [their] faces were geared to the sound.”  The mass is being assimilated and organized by the new universal logic, its mentality and responses undergoing a kind or recalibration in accordance with the new imperatives of the permanent technological revolution.  In A History of Fascism:  1914-1945, Stanley G. Payne gives a compelling summary of these modern forces of production:

large-scale electrification and the modern revolution in communication and transportation, with the expansion of telegraph, telephone, and cable lines, of high-speed oceanic vessels, and [. . .] the introduction of the automobile, followed by the airplane. . . .  [This was] the first age of the masses, the emergence of a mass society being paralleled by commercial mass consumption and industrial mass production.  This had major implications for the acceleration of a more modern form of politics and resulted in a new mass culture fed by mass media, featuring the introduction of the cinema  and the dawning of a new “visual age.”  Important aspects were the growth of mass leisure for the first time in history, and the beginning of large-scale spectator sports.  (23-24)


In the specifically fascist political movements that Payne explores (let’s call it the other extreme of the same theater) mass mobilization (in Rome, Munich, or Berlin) took much the same form as Faulkner attributes to the airport crowd:  intimidation, stupefaction, a paradoxical mobilization as stasis.  It is as if, to cite Walter Benjamin’s famous discussion of Marinetti’s commemoration of Mussolini's invasion of Ethiopia in 1935, “[Mankind’s] self-alienation ha[d] reached such a degree that it [could] experience its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order” 243-44).  The Futurist journal Lacerba as early as 1913 could shriek that “The future needs blood.  It needs human victims, butchery.  Internal war, and foreign war, revolution and conquest:  that is history. . . .  Blood is the wine of strong peoples, and blood is the oil for the wheels of this great machine which flies from the past to the future” (qtd. in Payne 63).   Here these avant-garde fascists are calling not only for self-sacrifice of course but also for a massive sacrifice of the Others, of all the Others.  “We want to glorify war–the only cure for the world–and militarism, patriotism, the destructive gesture of the anarchist, the beautiful ideas which kill, and contempt for women.  We want to demolish museums and libraries, fight morality, feminism, and all opportunists and utilitarian cowardice” (qtd. in Payne 64).   In case there should be any doubt about the correctness of this program, the leader is there to reassure us with such slogans as (get ready) “Il Duce ha sempre ragione (The Duce is always right)” or “Everything within the State, Nothing outside the State, Nothing against the State” or “Believe, Fight, Obey” (qtd. in Mudge 60).  Since “liberty is a rotten carcass” (Mussolini qtd. in Mudge 2) (with its feeble parliamentary democracy and endless cacophonous squabbling of “puny” human voices), we need only one voice to guide us.  (I note parenthetically that the American press is utterly fascinated by the rise of European fascism.  Time magazine in the year 1933 for example puts Hitler, Goebbels, and Goering on separate covers.  The major newspapers of the day are covering the story with massive daily exposure).


Payne observes that “The only theoretical precondition for fascism which existed in the Unites States [in this period] was ethnoracial tension” (350), but despite the presence of the Black Legion and the KKK, or the weird scientific respect granted in some circles to a uniquely American set of racialist and eugenicist doctrines, there was nothing in America to compare with Hitler’s plans for “a revolutionary racial restructuring” (Payne 209) of the globe (the ultimate sphere of lebensraum).  Two “American Mussolinis” are often mentioned in relation to an indigenous American fascism, Father Charles E. Coughlin, the “radio priest” (yet another case of “the man behind the microphone”) and Huey Long (who apparently used “sound trucks” to broadcast his message).  As Payne writes, 

Huey Long–feared in some circles as the American Duce–was the most important in a long line of southern demagogues and in 1934-35 the most important politician in the country after Franklin Roosevelt, but he was a southern populist who sought to promote a kind of egalitarianism, and his Share Our Wealth clubs never developed into a political movement. (350)

As seriously as these figures were taken by large numbers of people, there was something widely recognized as absurd, crazed, and buffoonish in their manner, a quality captured in Faulkner’s portrait of Doc Hines in Light in August:

That this white man who very nearly depended on the bounty and charity of negroes for sustenance was going singlehanded into remote negro churches and interrupting the service to enter the pulpit and in his harsh, dead voice and at times with violent obscenity, preach to them humility before all skins lighter than theirs, preaching the superiority of the white race, himself his own exhibit A, in fanatic and unconscious paradox. (343-344)

Hines’ counterpart in this respect would be Percy Grimm, of course, in whom Faulkner claimed  he had invented the Nazi storm trooper before any existed (Gwynn and Blotner 41).  In Pylon one encounters the comparable type of the petty fascist when the parachutist Laverne Shumann is 

arrested by three village officers one of whose faces Shumann remarked even then with a violent foreboding–a youngish man with a hard handsome face sadistic rather than vicious, who was using the butt of a pistol to keep the mob back and who struck at Shumann with it with the same blind fury.  They carried her to jail, the younger one threatening her with the pistol now; already Shumann realised that in the two other officers he had only bigotry and greed to contend with, it was the younger one that he had to fear–a man besotted and satiated by his triumphs over abased human flesh which his corrupt and picayune office supplied him . . . (909)

This is the sexual fascist as one also encounters him, for example, in Klaus Theweleit’s remarkable study of the Freicorps’ Male Fantasies--completely dominated by his pathological misogyny: “Then he began to struggle and scream again, cursing now, screaming at Laverne, calling her whore and bitch and pervert in a tone wild with despair until the engine blotted it” (912).


In Pylon Faulkner represents, primarily in Shumman, Jiggs, and the reporter, the character of a certain robust popular disrespect and derision for such small-scale despots (they always begin as small-scale despots until–as Marx puts it in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napolean–the social struggle “create[s] circumstances and relationships that ma[ke] it possible for a grotesque mediocrity to play a hero’s part”[6]).


The key example of what fascism called “the Leadership Principle” in Pylon is Colonel Feinman, who (a figure of the International Jew, the Powerful Capitalist) becomes the object of a certain degree of racist vitriol even as he himself generates the echoes and rhymes, the trappings, of a certain fascist imagery and style.  (The argument is involved here, so I will abbreviate it by citing that famous passage in the penultimate chapter of Light in August:  “Then he can see that it is two faces which seem to strive . . . in turn to free themselves one from the other, then fade and blend again”[491-92]–replacing the pairing of Joe Christmas and Percy Grimm with that of the International Jew and the Fascist Leader in this case).  As Jiggs boards the bus which will take him out to the airport, he opens a newspaper:

It spread its pale green surface:  heavy, blacksplotched, staccato:  Airport Dedication Special; in the exact middle the photograph of a plump, bland, innocently sensual Levantine face beneath a raked fedora hat; the upper part of a thick body buttoned tight and soft into a peaked lightcolored doublebreasted suit with a carnation in the lapel:  the photograph inletted like a medallion into a drawing full of scrolled wings and propeller symbols which enclosed a shieldshaped pen-and-ink reproduction of something apparently cast in metal and obviously in existence somewhere and lettered in gothic relief:

FEINMAN AIRPORT

NEW VALOIS, FRANCIANA

DEDICATED TO 

THE AVIATORS OF AMERICA

AND

COLONEL H. I. FEINMAN, CHAIRMAN, SEWAGE

BOARD

THROUGH WHOSE UNDEVIATING VISION AND UNFLAGGING EFFORT THIS AIRPORT WAS RAISED UP AND CREATED OUT OF THE WASTE LAND AT THE BOTTOM OF LAKE RAMBAUD AT A COST OF ONE MILLION DOLLARS


“This Feinman,” Jiggs said.  “He must be a big son of a bitch.”


“He’s a son of a bitch all right,” the driver said.  “I guess you’d call him big too.”


“He gave you guys a nice airport, anyway,” Jiggs said.


“Yair,” the driver said.  “Somebody did.”

“Yair,” Jiggs said.  “It must have been him.  I notice he’s got his name on it here and there.”

“Here and there; yair,” the driver said.  “In electric lights on both hangars and on the floor and the ceiling of the lobby and four times on each lamppost and a guy told me the beacon spells it too but I don’t know about that because I don’t know the Morse code.”



“For Christ’s sake,” Jiggs said. (783-84)


A Google keyword search at this point of “Shushan Airport” turns up the page of one Blake Pontchartrain, a certain self-styled “New Orleans Know-It-All,” who explains that Abraham Lazar Shushan, President of the Orleans Levee Board, was indicted in 1939 for income-tax evasion, improper use of WPA labor, theft of material, mail fraud, accepting kickbacks, conspiracy to defraud, etc., etc..:

After the scandal, the Orleans Levee Board prudently decided to change the name of the airport.  But you can’t imagine what a difficult task it was.  Abe Shushan had decided to immortalize himself by putting his name on any and everything in the airport.  And where he couldn’t find a place big enough for his name, he used his initial:  on doors, in lavatories, in floor tiles, on the sides of the buildings, in the pavement and even in the pattern of the gardens outside.  Everywhere you went you would see S’s. . . . Shushan had often boasted it would take $50,000 to $100,000 to remove all signs of himself from the airport . . . (“Blake Pontchartrain”)


In Mussolini’s Rome, the fasces of the Roman Empire, the official symbol of the regime, is being reproduced everywhere “(though [as Payne notes] in 1928 Mussolini did order that it be removed from Italian garbage carts).  Over this presided the individual cult of the Duce . . . . He was constantly photographed–in cars and airplanes, skiing, riding horseback, even working bare-chested in the harvest” (120) while the exploits of the great Italian Air Force, led by Italo Balbo, are being trumpeted in the press.


Feinman is a shameless self-promoter in a similar vein, and one reads the signatures of his inflated personal style in the innumerable flags and pennons and special new symbols that dominate the airshow’s visual field, its backdrop and ceremonies, its funeral rites, and its architecture of runways, apron, and rotundra with its huge murals of Lindberg (“Big Airport for South”) and other heroes of

 the furious, still, and legendary tale of what man has come to call his conquering of the infinite and impervious air.  High overhead the dome of azure glass repeated the mosaiced twin Fsymbols of the runways to the brass twin Fs let into the tile floor . . . [and] monogrammed into the bronze grilling above the ticket-and-information windows and inletted friezelike into baseboard and cornice of the synthetic stone.  (799-800)

Outside one encounters “the bright vague pavilionglitter beneath the whipping purple-and-gold pennons” (786), and everywhere “the purple-and-gold guards” watch over “the throng huddled in the narrow underpass beneath the reserved seats” (799).


The textuality of Pylon is densely woven with this kind of coloration and remains astonishingly rich in occult symbols and hidden intertextual keys.  My main point here is that the purple-and-gold motif needs to be read in relation to the central matter of a certain fascist vertigo in the 1930s involving the celebration and the militarization of flight.   Whether we realize it or not, we are, in Pylon, in the middle of an arms race.  “Ship’s obsolete [Jiggs observes to the bus driver].  It was fast two years ago, but that’s two years ago.  We’d be O.K. now if they had just quit building racers when they finished the one we got” (783).  Later, suddenly

a flight of army pursuit singleseaters circl[ed] the field in formation to land then coming in, fast, bluntnosed, fiercelyraked, viciously powerful.  “They’re over souped,” Shumann said.  “They will kill you if you don’t watch them. I wouldn’t want to do that for two-fifty-six a month.  (880).

Yet these are the planes on which Matt Ord’s lethal machine is clearly modeled, 

a lowwing monoplane with a big nose and a tubular fuselage ending in a curiously flattened tailgroup which gave it the appearance of having been drawn lightly and steadily through a huge lightlyclosed gloved fist. . . .  the queer empennage, the blunt short cylindrical body. . . .   It had none of the waspwaisted trimness of the ones at the airport.  It was blunt, a little thickbodied, almost sluggish looking; its lightness when moved by hand seemed curiously paradoxical.  For a good minute the reporter and Marchand watched Shumann stand looking at it with thoughtful gravity.  (922-23)



“Monocoque.”  (924)

He’s contemplating, of course, the machine that will kill him.


I’ll close with Faulkner’s review of Jimmy Collins’ Test Pilot (1935) and something from Adorno’s Minima Moralia, which help us to illuminate, I think, Pylon’s uncanny epistemology of presentiment and premonition:  that this new acceleration of history and technology signifies a global system organizing itself for something truly horrible masquerading as transcendence:
Perhaps they will contrive to create a kind of species or race like they used to create and nurture races of singers and eunuchs, like Mussolini’s Agello who flies more than four hundred miles an hour. . . .  I would watch them, the little puny mortals, vanishing against a vast and timeless void filled with the sound of incredible engines, within which furious meteors moving in no medium hurtled nowhere, neither pausing nor flagging, forever destroying themselves and one another, without love or even copulation forever renewing. (332-33)

Like Fascism itself, [Hitler’s robot bombs] career without a subject.  Like it they combine utmost technical perfection with total blindness. . . .  “I have seen the world spirit,” not on horseback, but on wings and without a head. . . . (55)


This is not to suggest that the age of Pylon is without heroes, but for Faulkner they are more likely to resemble not so much Lindberg or Balbo or Agello but Roger Shumman, who “without any rudder or flippers and looking down on the closepeopled land and the empty lake . . . decid[ed]” (309)–steering his airplane out over the water and falling free of the machine.
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