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The Modernist Death of Donald Mahon


In The Modernist Nation, Michael Soto claims that some literary works are too regional to be modernist. His contention implies that the dynamics of place and history found in some works of literature contradict the anti-traditionalist aesthetic that characterizes modernism. At the risk of being presumptuous, I think many scholars likely share this position. Some may think he merely states the obvious, and, since he uses the comment to explain why he focuses only on a set of books employing experimental aesthetic techniques in his study, his logic is clear. But this frustrates me. Are the terms regional and modernist contradictory? One is predicated on place and the other is predicated on time, but both have developed generic connotations that appear to be antagonistic. Yet a number of authors, including William Faulkner, have been described as both regional and modernist, which leaves me in a quandary. Are the terms oppositional, overlapping, or misunderstood? Faulkner’s first novel, Soldiers’ Pay,, embodies traits of both regionalism and modernism, and I think it offers an explanation for the incongruent yet interconnected relationship between the two terms. Briefly, I think that World War I catapulted the U.S. South into modernity, killing Donald Mahon but making southern modernism possible.

The key issue here is the antagonism between space and time. Edward Soja defines modernity as a social process of “restructuring that is accelerated to produce a significant restructuring of space and time” (27). World War I was both a result of and a cause of explosive social change that resulted in the compression of space and time. Characteristics of modernity, according to Marshall Berman, include industrialization, mass migration, rapid urbanization, nationalism, social revolution, and fluctuating expansion of capitalist markets. This changing infrastructure led to correspondingly radical changes in cultural superstructure, resulting in what Bradbury and McFarlane describe in Modernism as the literature of antitraditionalism. But the advance of modernity and the emergence of modernism in the South was uneven, fragmentary, and recursive. The process happened more slowly and tediously in the U.S. South than in other regions. In fact, the characteristics of modernity appear to be categorically not southern, at least not in the way we imagine the South in the 1920s. This spatially and temporally encoded discontinuity between modernism and traditionalism is essentially what regionalism means, or, as David Jordan defines it, the self-conscious realization of spatial marginalization within a fragmentary national construct. 

While not all spaces modernized at the same rate, World War I initiated a series of modern infrastructural changes in the South: a wave a nationalistic fervor displaced the Cult of the Lost Cause, large scale interregional population contact took place as millions of northerners and southerners amalgamated into a national army, agricultural labor shortages and new factories producing war materiel shifted the region’s economy toward industrialism, and nearly a million African Americans migrated to the North to seek work. By the end of the war, the crisis of modernity had reached the South. Thus, one should not be surprised to see southern writers producing modernist works of art and literature by the end of the 1920s. What is surprising, in my opinion, is the extent to which these modernist works maintained their sense of regionalism.


Faulkner famously noted that he drew inspiration from his little postage stamp of soil, but he had not yet discovered Yoknapatawpha County when he wrote Soldiers’ Pay. But, even though he had lived in New York, Canda, and New Orleans for quite a while and he was actually in Europe when the novel was published, he chose to set his first novel in an imaginary southern place, Charlestown, Georgia. So in spite of his cosmopolitan base of experience, he gave his first novel a regional setting. Prior to 1920, writers such as Sinclair Lewis and Faulkner’s mentor Sherwood Anderson set their novels in small towns, but these towns were usually constructed to be in some way representative of the nation, an anyplace populated with everymen and everywomen. After 1920, many American writers, such as John Dos Passos, Gertude Stein, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Ernest Hemingway, set their texts in a placeless, perhaps nationalized, America or Europe. So I am inclined to think that Faulkner’s choice of setting was highly significant. He, in effect, constructs a space of alterity, a marginalized place and then demonstrates modernity’s effects upon it. 

Charlestown, Georgia, as Faulkner describes, was a place ill prepared for modernity. 

Charlestown, like numberless other towns throughout the south, had been built around a circle of tethered horses and mules. In the middle of the square was the courthouse—a simple utilitarian edifice of brick and sixteen beautiful Ionic columns stained with generations of casual tobacco. Elms surrounded the courthouse and beneath these trees, on scarred and carved wood benches and chairs the city fathers, progenitors of solid laws and solid citizens who believed in Tom Watson and feared only God and drouth, in black string ties or the faded brushed gray and bronze meaningless medals of the Confederate States of America, no longer having to make any pretense toward labor, slept or whittled away the long drowsy days while their juniors of all ages, not yet old enough to frankly slumber in public, played checkers or chewed tobacco and talked. A lawyer, a drug clerk and two nondescripts tossed iron discs back and forth between two holes in the ground. And above all brooded early April sweetly pregnant with noon. (108).

Faulkner’s description suggests that only the inevitable creeping of time has altered this setting since 1865, and 1919 finds the community clinging to atavistic icons of the Lost Cause and antiquated southern traditions. Faulkner deliberately indicates that Charlestown is a typical southern community, and he just as deliberately marks it as outside the modern American mainstream.


Donald Mahon, although born and raised in Charlestown, Georgia, returns to his hometown bearing two signifiers that mark his exclusion from the traditional community: a British uniform and a head wound. On the troop train from New York to Georgia many of the other American soldiers assume that he is a foreigner because of his uniform; only the African American porter realizes that he is from Georgia. For the other soldiers, the fact of Donald’s southern identity is of less consequence than his uniform and his wound, which mark him as a member of their transnational fraternity. Later, when Margaret Powers, a young war widow, encounters the soldiers, she also initially mistakes Donald for British, but an American soldier, Joe Gilligan, tells her that “he ain’t no foreigner” but that his hometown does not really matter. “Whatever he is,” Gilligan says, “he’s all right. With us, anyway. Let him be whatever he wants” (29). The persistent porter, however, apparently sees regional identity as even more significant than military service. He tells Margaret, “I’m from Gawgia, too. Long time ago.” When she responds by telling him that she is originally from Alabama, he seems satisfied: “We got to look out for our own folks, ain’t we?” he asks, rhetorically (30). The war has destabilized traditional constructions of place and identity, and the cosmopolitan soldiers represent a modern form of identity. But the fact that modern placeless identity exists does not mean that traditional constructions of regional identity have been erased. 


The antagonism between traditional and modern identities becomes problematic when Donald returns to Charlestown. The townspeople effectively reject his presence. They refer to him as “one of them airy-plane fellers,” and they barely take notice of him. They perform the customary rituals of illness—farmers visit with the family and chat about crops and “solid business men” discuss “the war only as a by-product of the rise and fall of Mr. Wilson, and interested in that only as a matter of dollars and cents”—but they show little interest or concern for Donald as that talk across his “scarred oblivious brow” (145). Even those closest to Donald before the war receive him coldly. His fiancée becomes violently ill when she first sees his scar, and his father regards him as dead. For the traditional elements of the community, those characters who embody regionalism, his mutilated, uniformed body represents a transgression—a foreign, perhaps dangerous, entity outside their realm of experience. He is, in other words, a threat to their traditional regional culture.


There are other people in the community, however, who embrace cultural change, effectively welcoming modernity. When Donald returns to Charlestown, Joe Gilligan and Margaret Powers come with him. While the older members of the community pay the soldiers little heed, the younger members of the community regard Gilligan with fascination. At a dance, the young men “greeted him with the effusiveness of people who are brought together by invitation yet are not quite certain of themselves and of the spirit of the invitation; in this case the eternal country boys of one national mental state, lost in the comparative metropolitan atmosphere of one diametrically opposed to it. To feel provincial: finding that a certain conventional state of behavior has inexplicably become obsolete over night” (194). The young men of Charlestown are self-conscious of themselves as outside the American mainstream. They, in effect, embody the crisis of modernity in the South, the realization that traditional social practices will inevitably be displaced. While the older generation attempted to intentionally ignore modernity, the younger generation appears more ambivalent. Some, such as Margaret Powers welcome change and leave the South to seek it. She explains to Joe Gilligan, “I lived in a small town and I had got kind of sick lazing around home all morning and dressing up just to walk downtown in the afternoon and spending the evenings messing around with men, so after we got in the war I persuaded some friends of my mother’s to get me a position in New York” (158). The fact that Margaret returns to Georgia as a widow and marries Donald only to be widowed again suggests that the influx of modernity is reiterative and multidirectional. In other words, it does not instantly and absolutely transmogrify the rural agricultural traditional region into an urban industrial modern space. The war initiated the process of modernization in the South, but its progress would be slow and deliberate.


This slow, deliberate progress is, in fact, the hallmark of southern modernism, the simultaneous dissonant awareness of regionalism and modernity in the work of southern writers. In the “Aesthetic of Regionalism,” John Crowe Ransom argues that modernity, which he describes as “the machine economy,” is the “enemy of regionalism.” He explains that industrialism is not new, “but the awakening of the Southern communities to its menace is new” (54). Ransom sees the encroachment of modernity into the South as inherently bad, because he can only imagine the dissipation of traditional southern culture. Faulkner does necessarily take a political stance on this issue; he would be reticent about public statements on social issues until the 1950s. But his aesthetic experimentation, his interest in the work of other modernist writers, and his generally critical depiction of the South demonstrate that regionalism and modernism can coexist in the work of southern writer. [Quick digression: southern regionalism is likely a product of the region’s commitment to a racist economic structure. Leigh Anne Duck offers a fascinating explanation of this point in The Nation’s Region.]

In some respects, he portrays in Soldiers’ Pay issues of cultural degeneration and regeneration that resonate in works of high modernism, such as Joyce’s Ulysses, Eliot’s The Waste Land, and Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway. While Faulkner’s apprentice work was a couple of years away from his anni mirabili, he shows signs of his unique regional apprehension of modernism even in his first novel. One could, perhaps, speculate following Edward Soja that all forms of modernism are ultimately regional—Ulysses, after all, is one of the most local texts ever written. It just happens that the First World War translated local issues onto a global scale, agitating issues of nationalism, industrialism, and cultural decay in the process. Charlestown, Georgia, is one of many sites of conflict far removed from the trenches, and Donald Mahon is a typical modernist protagonist left to negotiate the problem of arbitrary survival. The parallels between Septimus Smith, the introspective, shell-shocked soldier who commits suicide in Mrs. Dalloway, and Donald Mahon are obvious, and their deaths illustrate the visceral impact of World War I on traditional cultures. While Smith’s London shows more outward signs of modernity than Charlestown, he is unable to reconcile his survival, to legitimate the regeneration of his culture. Donald, meanwhile, disengaged from his community by the signs of a war fought on another continent, faces the same sense of alienation. Donald dies, in effect, a modernist death in a small southern town.
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