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Like a good Cold Warrior, William Faulkner declined an invitation to visit the Soviet Union in May 1958. In his letter to a State Department official, Faulkner explained that his refusal to be “a guest of the present Russian government would be of more value in the ‘cold war’ of human relationships than my presence in Russia would” ( SL 413). Faulkner grandly assured his correspondent that if he “could free one Anna Karenina or Cherry Orchard” by being there, he would go, but if his going gave “even the outward appearance of condoning the condition which the present Russian government has established,” this “would be a betrayal” of living Russian writers “who risk their lives with every page they write” (SL 413). He ends the letter by underscoring his regret and then noting “I have seen a few modern Russians here and there, members of embassies and consulates” (SL 413). In light of the surprising Russian presence in the novels Faulkner was writing and publishing around the time of this letter —  The Town and The Mansion — his closing observation would seem to require an important addendum: while seeing “a few modern Russians here and there,” in “embassies and consulates,” Faulkner was also imagining one in Yoknapatawpha County, selling sewing machines no less. 



Catherine Gunther Kodat has helpfully identified a growing trend in contemporary Faulkner scholarship, which she describes as “the task of reclaiming the late literature” (193). Sympathetic to that move, this paper argues for the geopolitical, national and literary importance of a snippet narrative that runs through The Town and The Mansion: the revelation of V.K. Ratliff’s Russian ethnicity. The historically particularized back-story that Faulkner creates for Ratliff’s family migration to and through the United States has generated little scholarly interest, though the strangeness of this native Mississippian possessing such an unexpected heritage can, as we shall see, lead to productive re-framings of Faulkner’s position vis-à-vis the early years of the Cold War, U.S. national history and identity formation, and the author’s own imaginative engagement with southern and wider American experience. All of which begins with wondering why Faulkner decided, in the 1950’s, to take one of his most emphatically local characters, who had appeared in his work in various forms since first showing up in Sartoris in 1929, and suddenly brand him Vladimir Kyrilytch.      



From The Hamlet (1940) onward through the Snopes trilogy, V.K. Ratliff travels through Yoknapatawpha County “retelling from house to house the news of his four counties with the ubiquity of a newspaper … and the reliability of a postal service. He never forgot a name, and knew everyone, man mule and dog, within fifty miles” (Novels Vol. III 741). Ratliff enjoys near unrivaled local authority and knowledge in Faulkner’s fiction; comfortably situated within the boundaries of the Mississippi spaces that he travels as “his four counties,” he moves about in an unassuming way, outfitted, as we read in The Hamlet, with a “bland, affable ready face” and “a pleasant, lazy, equable voice” (Novels Vol. III 740). Compared, say, with the famous outsiders who disrupt local rhythms and colors in earlier Faulkner novels — mixed up Joe Christmas or Thomas Sutpen and his strange-tongued slaves, for example — Ratliff is about as homogenously and harmlessly local as it gets, or so it would seem. Faulkner complicates the character’s seemingly organic relationship to his surroundings in the second and third novels of the Snopes trilogy by revealing him to be something of a permanent immigrant to America. 



In The Town (1957), Eula Varner lets it slip that the V in V.K. stands for “Vladimir,” which occasions grinning shock from Gavin Stevens: “‘nobody else on earth knows his name is Vladimir because how could anybody named Vladimir hope to make a living selling sewing machines or anything else in rural Mississippi?” (Novels Vol. IV, 283). Though clearly in a humorous key, Faulkner here registers a basic reality of immigrant life in America: the importance of assimilation and concealment to finding material success amongst the native-born, an imperative compounded in this particular context, no doubt, by the composition and inwardness of the rural American South in the 1920’s and 1930’s. As Stevens questions Eula further on the matter, we learn that Ratliff is many times removed from a forefather who fought in the Revolutionary War, which seems American enough, until, that is, the precise circumstances of his involvement are disclosed. 



Though there are a few references to Burgoyne and Saratoga in The Town, Faulkner only gives Ratliff’s Revolutionary heritage a full treatment in The Mansion (1959). There, Stevens games Ratliff when the latter goes in for a little knee-jerk xenophobia. Ratliff responds to news that Linda has gone to New York and found a suitor named Barton Kohl by patriotically scoffing “‘Kohl. That don’t sound very American to me,’” to which Stevens happily replies “‘Does Vladimir Kyrilytch sound very American to you?’” (473) Embarrassed if not bitter that his concealed identity has been found out, Ratliff obliges Stevens with his familial history, indicating that no one has ever discovered what an eighteenth century Russian was doing “in one of them hired German regiments in General Burgoyne’s army that got licked at Saratoga [after which] Congress refused to honor the terms of surrender and banished the whole kit-and-biling of them to straggle for six years in Virginia without no grub nor money and the ones like that first V.K. without no speech either.” (480)



At first glance, this may seem like a random bit of history that Faulkner throws into his novel, being of a piece with Ratliff’s dilatory ways. But in fact the reference to “one of them hired German regiments in General Burgoyne’s army” invokes what was arguably the first successful assimilation of a foreign population into the national composition. The original V.K. was among the “Hessians,” soldiers rented from Prussian and German states by the British to fight against the rebels in the American Revolution (Jones 50, 55). These German soldiers, defeated alongside Burgoyne’s other forces at Saratoga and sent to POW camps in Pennsylvania and Virginia, “were quickly absorbed” into mainstream white America according to U.S. immigration historian Maldwyn Allen Jones (Jones 56). In light of this historical evidence, one wonders why Faulkner made Ratliff’s forebear Russian, when the Hessians were of Germanic extraction? More immediately, why did Faulkner maintain the V.K. lineage over the course of two centuries as an imperfectly concealed marker of foreignness?  As we shall see, Faulkner is doing more with Ratliff’s Russian heritage than offering a little quizzical humor.    



By referring to Ratliff as “V.K.” for hundreds of pages before disclosing his lineal name and background, I suggest, Faulkner effectively tricks his readers and a local southern community into assuming that Ratliff is one of their own, only to reveal his essential and in-eradicable foreignness. Faulkner here implies that most every American, even the most seemingly local one, originates from somewhere else, this being indeed a Nation of Immigrants. In fact, the disclosure of Ratliff’s family secret allows Faulkner to offer, through a Russian immigrant trajectory, a recasting of American history from its inception with the eighteenth century War of Independence, through the nineteenth century settling of the Deep South, and eventually, to the bustling plurality of 1930’s New York City and, given the era of the novel’s composition, the developing Cold War. All of which comes together when Ratliff agrees to accompany Stevens on his trip North to see about Linda, so that along the way, “when we go across Virginia I can see the rest of the place where that-ere first immigrant Vladimir Kyrilytch worked his way into the United States” (Novels Vol. IV, 479). In admitting a desire to search out his origin, Ratliff seeks remembrance not merely of his namesake, but of the first “immigrant” who bore his name. The distinction emphasizes his aboriginal and, by patrilineal descent, his continuing, sub Rosa status as an outsider.      



Once Ratliff reaches New York, Faulkner connects the character’s deep historical ties to the foreign to contemporary immigrant dynamics.  Stevens brings Ratliff to an expensive New York men’s shop and introduces him to a fellow countrywoman, of sorts: “‘Myra Allanova, this is Vladimir Kyrilytch’” (481). Not surprisingly, as Ratliff explains, Stevens’s modes of address encourage the woman to make certain presumptions: “she looked at me and said something; yes, I know it was Russian” (481-82). Though unable to respond in kind, and despite two hundred years of American family history and the vast cultural differences between the cosmopolitan designer Allanova and the bolo-tie wearing Ratliff, the latter is nonetheless marked as a fellow “newcomer.” Jean Weisberger has argued that Faulkner evokes Dostoevsky with the “slavic exoticism” of this encounter and reads the characters’ subsequent interactions as modeled on The Idiot (338). This strictly literary interpretation ignores not only the overarching immigrant frame that Faulkner creates between eighteenth and twentieth century America in this episode, but also possible political and historical motivations. Both the demographic reality of Russian immigrants in twentieth century New York and the fact that Faulkner completed this novel in the early years of the Cold War, after the xenophobic Red Scares of the McCarthy years, suggest that Faulkner’s revelation of the character’s background might be better understood as a subtly mocking response to the nation’s obsessions with measuring and determining American-ness in strict opposition to the Soviet Union.
      



By decoding “V.K. Ratliff,” Mississippi sewing machine salesman seemingly since time immemorial, into “Vladimir Kyrilytch,” the descendant of an eighteenth-century Ur-immigrant-American and also the assumed fellow émigré of new immigrants in modern-day New York, Faulkner seems to be aware, in this late novel, of the more absurd implications of basing national authenticity purely upon rooted history or shared language. Moreover, Faulkner further implies the pointlessness of such xenophobic calibrations since, in light of the narrative authority Ratliff enjoys across his appearances in Faulkner’s work, it is hard to be more locally, more reliably southern than the likes of V.K. Ratliff, or even Vladimir Kyrilytch Ratliff.   



Edouard Glissant has persuasively argued for the existence of a split at the originating point of Faulkner’s fictional universe, based upon competing European and New World/southern narrative responses to racial mixture. But perhaps there is another fissure and another explanation at the core of Faulkner’s work: the rift between native and immigrant, and the chronological, cultural, racial, and linguistic efforts that every American makes to erase the difference. To establish local purity, Faulkner had to reveal the foreignness at the origin of even the most rooted of Americans; though taken for native southerners, they are always also marked as Italian, as in Light in August, Russian, as in The Town and The Mansion or, as with his 1945 Appendix to The Sound and the Fury, Scottish. In short, while Faulkner was committed in the main to working through national and regional complexities according to the vice-like grips of America’s binary logics: black and white, North and South, the persistent immigrant element in his writing suggests that he also recognized the aboriginal heterogeneity of the American experiment as based on native/alien distinctions. 

 

Rather fittingly, The Mansion, with its intriguing if minor Russian element, was the first full Faulkner novel to be published in translation in the Soviet Union, in 1961 (Fowler et al 212). In response, at least one Soviet literary critic, Abel Startsev, tried to account for Ratliff’s Russian identity according to a little Cold War patriotism. In remarks published in 1968, Startsev addressed Ratliff’s Russian background by explaining that “Documents have recently been found in our archives which show that Russian people were actually present in the United States during the period of the American War of Independence. Here, as usual, Faulkner displays his excellent acquaintance with the oral traditions of his native parts, which evidently also preserved the memory of a Russian settler” (191). During the latter part of Faulkner’s career, the U.S. State Department drafted him and his work as figurehead and fount of Western values, in keeping with their defense of national civilization. One wonders, however, if they would have been given pause had they recognized that The Mansion was open to Soviet intellectual designs on asserting America’s historical indebtedness to the Russian people. But perhaps the late fiction’s ability to generate this response, with a minor narrative thread that ranges across eras and nations, simply confirms the latter period Faulkner’s fine, if wry democratic sensibility. 
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	� Jones explains that Russian immigration to the United States grew exponentially from the late nineteenth century 	though the early twentieth. While generally understood as part of the “New Immigration,” Russian immigrants during 	this period were predominantly Jewish, and fleeing muscular anti-Semitism in the Slavic lands of the East (173).  





