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“All that glitters”: Reappraising “Golden Land”


I begin with a fairly simple question which raises several more complicated questions about how/if ideology determines the way we read and understand Faulkner: If, as several critics suggest, we are in danger of allowing a reductively “politically correct” ideology to dominate Faulkner studies, why isn’t the 1935 short story “Golden Land” considered a prime example of either Faulkner’s own homophobia or his commercial exploitation of a general public homophobia?  The growing body of work on “queer” Faulkner typically valorizes his attempts to trouble gender.  But in the case of “Golden Land,”  most critics read the story biographically, as indicative of the distaste Faulkner felt for, variously, Hollywood, screenwriting, popular culture, magazine writing, materialism, and modernity.  And much of the “revulsion” found in the story–and critics’ responses to it–is directed towards Ira Ewing’s “perverse” children, Voyd and April.  If the story is to be read autobiographically, as it so often is, then it would seem logical to assume that the homophobia present in the story is, to a large extent, Faulkner’s, or at the very least that Faulkner makes problematic use of homophobia as a means to an end.  Yet the few extended readings of this story that exist ignore the issue of homophobia altogether, which suggests that things are not quite so simple when it comes to queering Faulkner and ideology.  If all the warnings about the ideological direction of Faulkner studies are true, “Golden Land” offers some complications worth considering, particularly in terms of how the high/low culture divide continues to hold sway in the field.


In what little critical attention it has received, “Golden Land” is read fairly simplistically. Existing readings largely ignore its narrative complexity, its treatment of alternative sexualities, and its thematic parallels with the widely accepted “masterpiece” Absalom, Absalom!, which Faulkner was working on as he wrote “Golden Land.”  When such things are considered, Faulkner’s use of ambiguous sexuality is complicated considerably and it is difficult to support charges of his implicit or calculated homophobia.  But given the way the story has been read, it is very significant that the issue of homophobia is never raised.  A careful reading of the story–and the criticism about it–suggests that when we talk about how political ideology determines interpretation, we need also to reconsider how the accepted hierarchy of Faulkner’s works factors in.  Besides the more overt political ideologies at work in Faulkner criticism, there is a biographically determined ideology–the narrative of Faulkner’s life and work–that shapes our responses, oftentimes more powerfully because it remains uninterrogated.  In the case of “Golden Land,” the story’s status as a non-Yoknapatawpha, non-Southern, commercially-driven magazine piece arguably has more to do with how it has been read than the political and social ideologies the story deals with.


For more than a decade critics have expressed anxieties about Faulkner’s place in a more “politically correct” academic world.  Andre Bleikasten argues in a 1992 article that “The barely hidden assumption is that literature is valuable only insofar as it represents the larger conflicts of society, and . . . contributes to the emancipation of the downtrodden minorities and to the attainment of the hallowed goals of ‘social transformation.’” Philip Cohen, in his 1996 overview of 1990s Faulkner criticism, writes: “in our own age of committed postmodern criticism and tendentious culture wars, Faulkner is often enlisted on the side of the angels or made an example of with the claim that his work anticipates or reflects ideas and values that parallel our own . . . . The temptation in pedestrian ideological criticism of our own time is to view Faulkner’s fictions as openly supportive of a radical agenda.”  While it is likely we have all experienced these anxieties at one point or another, the typical “political” understandings of ideology (political correctness, identity politics, etc.) as coming to dominate Faulkner studies needs rethinking, or at least complicating.  In the instance of  “Golden Land,” the story fits easily into the accepted hegemony of novel over short story as well as the narrative of Faulkner’s “sojourn” in Hollywood, his supposed disgust with Hollywood and California more generally, and his willingness to “sell out” in his magazine writing.  


Originally published in The American Mercury in May, 1935, the story is notable for the consistency of critical responses to it, a consistency almost unheard of in Faulkner criticism.  Almost without exception, this story is read as an autobiographical, unsubtle condemnation of Hollywood and its incumbent values, a thinly-veiled rejection on Faulkner’s part of his time spent in California and his work in Hollywood.
  It is also typically seen as a story which extols the Agrarian “values” as contrasted with the decadence and shallowness of Beverly Hills (and Hollywood, and materialistic America, more generally).  While it is nice to see agreement, this consensus may also be taken as a warning sign, as the texts that tend to get this treatment are the ones that have received relatively little sustained consideration and are usually touched upon as illustrations of an aspect of the larger narrative that has been established concerning Faulkner’s career.  In the case of “Golden Land,” this is problematic for at least two reasons.  First, the tendency to oversimplify Faulkner’s Hollywood and magazine-writing experiences results in a lost opportunity to consider more carefully what Faulkner might have gained from the popular culture aspects of his career, rather than assuming he only lost from such experiences.  Second, it suggests a shallowness of understanding of sexuality on Faulkner’s part that is belied by both his life experiences and other works.  


Despite the efforts of a handful of critics, attitudes toward Faulkner’s popular culture works remain guarded at best, dismissive at worst.
  Criticism on “Golden Land” unquestioningly buys into the oft-repeated stories about Faulkner’s Hollywood experiences, and the story very often garners mention only as indicative of the author’s own disgust with Hollywood and/or California ethics/values more generally (and, by extension, his attitude toward consumer culture)–it’s worth noting that the criticism conflates Beverly Hills/Los Angeles/Hollywood. Bruce Kawin writes, “From the evidence of the story . . . it appears that Los Angeles struck him [as] . . . an imitation world without foundation, indifferent not just to the old truths but to truth itself” (199-200).  Frederick Karl’s biography of Faulkner argues that, “It is one of those second- or third-rate pieces which prove revelatory, not only for showing Hollywood as a golden wasteland, but for the shadowy way in which Faulkner illuminated a good deal about himself” (539).   And Mark Royden Winchell: 

Admittedly a minor work, this story is nevertheless worthy of our interest both because it is a vivid imaginative record of Faulkner’s attitude toward California and because it contains many of the motifs common to Hollywood fiction of the 1930s . . . . “Golden Land” emphasizes the meretriciousness of the indigenous Southern California landscape.  (13-14)


All of these readings rely on the accepted narrative of Faulkner’s attitude toward and experiences in Hollywood.  The vast majority of interpretations of “Golden Land” are simplistic, sometimes alarmingly shortsighted, as is illustrated by what is missing–if the attitudes expressed in the story are, in fact, Faulkner’s, then there are ideological implications that are not being picked up on.  The reason this question comes up in the first place is the way in which almost every interpretation of “Golden Land” assumes that Ira Ewing’s son is gay, and the too-easy move from that assumption to the uninterrogated “fact” that Voyd’s homosexuality, along with his sister April’s ambiguous “perversity,” comes to symbolize Faulkner’s disgust and dissatisfaction with Hollywood values and consumer culture. 


What most critics fail to make clear is whose opinion of Voyd and April they are presenting.  A third-person narrator’s?  Faulkner’s?  Ira’s?  It seems that because “Golden Land” is considered “lesser” Faulkner, a money-driven enterprise, it is assumed to be less complex–and less enlightened–in the ways it deals with gender.  Much of the criticism on the story borders on homophobia and/or misogyny, not necessarily because these critics are homophobic or sexist, but because they seem to be assuming that the story falls into conventional and formulaic ways of looking at morality and ideology, ways which support the typical Faulkner biographical narrative.   In other words, because Faulkner supposedly did not take these short stories very seriously, he was often willing to write more conventionally and to exploit popular fears and prejudices.  Volpe writes of Ira: “He is an alcoholic, the husband of a wife who has grown to hate him, the father of a cringing, useless sexual pervert and a daughter willing to sell her body and soul . . . . Ira stands between the towering harsh strength and moral integrity of his father and the cringing femininity of his homosexual son who is ‘appropriately named’ Voyd” (209).   Kawin, also finding Voyd’s name “apt,” calls him a “bitch,” and continues in the same vein concerning April: “Compared to a tragic, ambivalent, doomed heroine like Caddy [Compson], the morally indifferent April/Samantha is a bug; she wouldn’t even make it into the same Hell” (200).
  Karl calls Voyd “a homosexual and unpleasant to boot” (539); Phillips sees Voyd as “an embittered homosexual,” and Ira’s wife as “a selfish shrew” (8).  Kohn writes, “By the time of the story, the wife has degenerated to the point of total bitchery.  She is loveless and unloving, totally sympathetic with her son’s blatant homosexuality” (82).  And in one of the earliest interpretations of the story, Bradford sets the stage for subsequent readings: “Voyd . . . lives up to his name.  At twenty, he is the victim of his parents’ permissiveness, and especially of his overprotective mother (who has helped make a homosexual of him by teaching him to hate and reject his father)” (75).  


Only a few critics mention the fact that, assuming we can believe Ira’s take on his son, the most we can say of Voyd in terms of sexuality is that he is a transvestite, or at least was on one particular evening, and is not necessarily gay.  Grimwood seems to assume they are one and the same thing, calling Voyd “a homosexual transvestite” (276).  It is worth noting that most of these readings not only identify Voyd as gay, but also assume that his homosexuality, along with April’s supposed promiscuity,  is being used by Faulkner to symbolize or at least highlight the depravity and lack of values found in Hollywood–or in this case, Beverly Hills.


The dilemma is clear–if we regard the story as it has been regarded, then either Faulkner was expressing rampant homophobia or blithely making use of his anticipated audience’s virulent prejudice in order to make a fairly pedestrian point about Hollywood on the way to deposit a few dollars in the bank.  And the critics come off no better, apparently happy to accept the notion, for instance, that sympathy for homosexuality makes a woman “loveless and unloving” and that a mother can “turn” her son gay by her overprotectiveness.  While Cohen et al needn’t worry here that Faulkner is being “enlisted on the side of the angels” in support of a “radical agenda,” neither has the story been held up as a “reprehensible, politically incorrect expression” of beliefs we no longer find acceptable.  Despite the worries of Bleikasten and others, “Golden Land” seems to be the story that ideology somehow forgot.  


Given the ambiguity we see here in terms of Voyd’s sexuality, it seems odd that so many critics automatically assume that yes, he is gay, and that this is part of Faulkner’s critique of Hollywood: Voyd=the void of homosexuality and immorality=the void that is Tinsel Town.
  All we know of Voyd is that his father once found him, passed out, wearing women’s underwear.  We know what Ira assumes–my son is a “fag,” and worthless to boot.  Voyd could have just been playing around or experimenting, or have been the victim of a prank or hoax.  Of course, even if Voyd often wore women’s clothing and could be identified as a transvestite, that does not automatically make him gay.  According to most studies, the majority of transvestites are heterosexual men leading otherwise conventional lives.  And, of course, Voyd’s effeminacy tells us nothing about his sexuality.  But Ira makes an assumption, one that critics are too eager to follow, and twice reveals his own violent homophobia.


What is particularly surprising about the critical tendency to take Ira at his word is how interesting and complicated the narrative of “Golden Land” actually is.  Ira is by no means a sympathetic character, yet critics seem to be accepting his opinions as those of Faulkner.  What a more careful reading of the story suggests is that while this is not first-person narration, the first two sections of the story are filtered, or focalized, through Ira.  In particular, the first section of the story could be seen to represent Ira’s own attempts to narrate this story with himself as a character.  The narrative consciousness is his–the story plays out much like a film script, as we see him from the outside and presume what he’s feeling.  And part of what he’s feeling seems to be confusion, repression, desires best left unexamined. The first section is replete with nested clauses, long, rambling sentences, and ambiguity concerning Ira’s thoughts and motivations–several times the words “perhaps” and “doubtless” are used to speculate and raise doubt.  The newspaper which screams out the tabloid headline–“APRIL LALEAR BARES ORGY SECRETS”–lies at Ira’s feet as she shaves; he doesn’t look at it, and the ambiguity, the paradox, and the possible repression of incestuous desire in the narrative point-of-view are evident.


The first two sections of the story are full of such moments in which we follow Ira’s actions, see his facial expressions, but what he is thinking–and repressing–is only guessed or hinted at.   While we might, following Genette and Chatman, call this internal focalization, or filtered narrative, “Golden Land” defies easy categorization in terms of its narrative structure and point-of-view.  The second section, in which Ira visits his mother and then his mistress, retains some of Ira’s perspective, but to a lessened degree, and the third section, which focuses on Ira’s mother, moves towards a much more straightforward third-person narration.  The story’s final despairing vision of California–“the golden days unmarred by rain or weather, the changeless monotonous beautiful days without end countless out of the halcyon past and endless into the halcyon future” (CS 726)–is clearly the mother’s, but does not necessarily reflect a view endorsed by the narrator or Faulkner (or Ira, for that matter, who sees California as shallow because he knows that is how he is supposed to see it).  As we untangle the narrative perspectives found in “Golden Land,” it is clear that no simple description of California and/or Hollywood more specifically should be taken at face value.


None of this should come as much of a surprise when we consider that “Golden Land” was being written while Faulkner was working on two of his most complicated, and ambitious, works in terms of narrative–Pylon (1935) and Absalom, Absalom! (1936)–works which explore transgressive sexual and gender roles and shifting sympathies and identifications.  The story has a great many parallels to the latter novel–in essence, “Golden Land” is about the obsessive founding of a dynasty that is doomed before it is fully realized and what gets passed on to the children as the father becomes more and more dissolute.  The short story’s narrative is akin to what we might see had Thomas Sutpen been a focalizing character/narrator in Absalom, Absalom!.  Haunted by his own father, who founded a town in Nebraska, Ira represents a nightmare vision of the American Dream, the rags-to-riches-to-tragedy story we are all too familiar with.  It is a story about moving Westward, one which questions the myth of progress but without hearkening back to some kind of mythic Agrarian utopia.  This is also a story about the exploitation of the worker, both because the “self-reliant” Ira uses America’s capitalist structure to succeed and because of his, and Hollywood’s, exploitation of April, who is desperate to get a job in the film industry.  As Charles Hannon argues, labor relations would have been a topic very much on Faulkner’s mind during his stays as contracted screenwriter in Hollywood, and while he was also writing both “Golden Land” and Absalom, Absalom!
  To suggest that the target of the story’s critique is exclusively Hollywood, or consumer culture, is to seriously underestimate the power and complexity of the story. 


“Golden Land” begs for a more extended reading than I can provide here to tease out the implications of its narrative complexity as well as its correspondences with more widely read and analyzed works such as Pylon and Absalom, Absalom!.  At the very least, this story is a rarity in Faulkner’s works in its extended focus on the origins, development and consciousness of the patriarch–who is also a troubled son–instead of the doomed children.  Taken with the notion that Faulkner’s experiences in Hollywood writing for the movies may have helped him develop his craft, “Golden Land” seems a story worth further reappraisal.  In the process it serves as a reminder that some ideologies–those we have most taken to heart, such as the accepted narrative of Faulkner’s career and his supposedly negative attitude towards popular culture–can be so transparent that we don’t see their power even when we are vigilantly looking.
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�.  Frederick Karl’s biography represents a slightly different take on the focus of the critique.  He also assumes the story is autobiographical, but argues that the story represents more than anything  Faulkner’s self-loathing: “But if we move behind the Beverly Hills/Hollywood locale to the human issues implicit in the social context, we see outlines of Faulkner’s own fears, anxieties, and assessment of himself.  The story is a screed of self-hatred.  He is taking himself apart for his work in Hollywood; going further, he is measuring the corruption implied in every step which is not creative” (539).  


�.  There are examples of solid work with Faulkner’s popular culture careers.  In “Faulkner and the Culture Industry,” John T. Matthews debunks the “myth of the artist corrupted by newly dominant commercial media like the movies and magazines” (51) and argues for Faulkner’s “productive engagement with mass cultural forms” in contrast to “reductionist dismissals of his pandering to market expectations in order to make money” (69).  Susan V. Donaldson productively complicates the typical understanding of what was expected of mainstream magazine readers in “Dismantling the Saturday Evening Post Reader: The Unvanquished and Changing ‘Horizons of Expectations.’” Joseph Urgo questions the typical attitude toward Faulkner’s screenwriting efforts and his time spent in Hollywood: “Students of Faulkner have been misled by early-day Faulkner scholars into believing that his Hollywood experience was a drain on his creative powers in the 1930s” (57).  He goes on to suggest that Faulkner’s Hollywood experiences, in fact, made the “collaborative” nature of Absalom, Absalom! possible.  And in “‘The Kotex Age’: Women, Popular Culture, and The Wild Palms,” Anne Goodwyn Jones interrogates the extent to which Faulkner’s dismissive attitude towards popular culture–found in his letters and public statements–actually plays out in his works.


�.  Given the fact that we are never given April’s perspective in the story or even see her or hear her speak–she remains a newspaper headline–Kawin’s vehemence is surely misplaced here.


�.  It is also worth noting that Samantha/April’s “perversity” which is being covered by the tabloids also remains ambiguous.  We know she was discovered in some kind of situation with a man and another woman.  A threesome?  Lesbianism?  Voyeurism?  And throughout the story it is unclear what role Ira has played in the controversy.  Did he set up his daughter?  Is he simply cashing in on her actions?  What is clear, however, is that Ira is unwilling or unable to cash in on his son’s “perversity,” while he has no such qualms when it comes to his daughter.


�.  “In Hollywood, Faulkner was surrounded by efforts on the part of studio workers to negotiate for improvements in pay, hours, workplace conditions, and crediting procedures, and on the part of studio executives to maximize profits and to control the unions. . . . Faulkner’s position as a writer within the context of this labor history is observable in the labor positioning of the characters in his novel” (79).





