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I want to talk about that most international film center of them all—Hollywood, or “global Hollywood,” to borrow the title of a 2001 book by Toby Miller and others—as it operated at a particular moment in Faulkner's career, the early 1940s. And I want to revisit Faulkner's life and career during this decade that many of us consider, Go Down, Moses (1942) aside, a waiting period between his greatest work, completed by 1936, and the belated recognition it received in the form of the 1949 Nobel Prize for Literature. My argument is that apprehending Hollywood's global dimensions can give us special insights into Faulkner's later work and especially his most international and universal performance: the Nobel Prize speech in Stockholm. 

Hollywood had been the most important center of film production in the world since World War I, when Europe's film industries came to a halt and the burgeoning American studios exploited this opening to consolidate their position as a global power, not just in Europe, where the fighting was taking place, but also in Latin America, Asia and Australia. From its beginnings, the studio system was designed with the whole world in mind. Most early sound films in Spanish were made in Hollywood and exported south of the border and to Spain, while China alone imported more than 4,000 Hollywood films in the first decade of the sound era. The same patterns would continue during World War II, when American control of film stock effectively forced national film industries in places like Brazil and Argentina, with their equivocal political loyalties, out of business—or, more pointedly, put them under more direct American control. Global Hollywood reigned during these decades, and its submissive subjects included not just Europe and the Global South, but also intellectual property victims (which would later include Faulkner), would-be independent producers, and back home, of course, American women and minorities who were largely excluded from positions of decision-making authority within the industry. Hollywood's vast reach was evident to Joseph Stalin, who said: “If I could control the medium of the American motion picture, I would need nothing else to convert the entire world to Communism.” 

During the 1930s and 40s, the Hollywood film colony also became a Casablanca of sorts, a mecca for foreign artists and film-industry refugees, who had to make terms with the provincial whims and crudities, the purgatorial constraints, of America's film capitol. Even the shortest list of names is impressive: writers like Bertolt Brecht and Thomas Mann (who wrote Doctor Faustus in Pacific Palisades), composers like Igor Stravinsky and Arnold Schoenberg, and countless filmmakers, the best of whom included Fritz Lang and Jean Renoir. Some of these new arrivals, Alfred Hitchcock and Billy Wilder among them, would stay forever, coming to seem as organic to the American studio system as their bosses, who were themselves mostly first- or second-generation Jewish immigrants deeply sensitive to their Old World roots. Others would leave after the war. This kind of United Nations representation fueled all manner of cinematic exploration, from the cosmopolitan satire of screwball comedy to the haunting expressionism of film noir. 

Faulkner's poorly documented collaboration with Renoir provides a glimpse of the possibilities as well as the missed opportunities in this milieu. Renoir's interest in folk culture, so prominent in his great French films of the 1930s, made him particularly sensitive to the US South. His first American film, Swamp Water (1941), was set in rural Georgia, and The Southerner (1945), an adaptation of the George Sessions Perry novel Hold Autumn in Your Hand (1941), marked his return to the sturdy, humble, laboring people of the Depression-era cotton South. Faulkner's contribution to the film, however, is difficult to assess; he was uncredited on the screenplay, and Renoir's papers at UCLA don't provide much help either. Faulkner probably did what he was best at doing in Hollywood, making structural suggestions and rewriting a few scenes. What little dialogue he wrote was ultimately unused—not surprisingly, it tended to be dense, obscure and overly rhetorical, and actors had trouble with some of the vocabulary. Yet Renoir speaks in his autobiography of the invaluable “counsel of Faulkner… The influence of that man of genius had certainly a lot to do with the success of the film which, made in 1945, is still shown in cinemas all over the world.” Indeed, The Southerner is the best of Renoir's five American features, and one of the few films which Faulkner, who considered Renoir the greatest living director, was proud to work on. 

But even anecdotes like this one don't express the full measure of Hollywood's internationalism in the early 1940s, when Faulkner arrived for his eighth tour of duty as a screenwriter, this time for Warner Brothers. In this era of intense American interest in foreign affairs, Warners was, at the time, probably the most internationally minded of the big five studios, actively courting American and European leaders in search of projects that would advance the Allied war effort. This setting was, to Faulkner's surprise, a congenial place for him to put his work into the service of what we might label a wartime military-entertainment complex. 

I don't have time develop a more general argument about Faulkner's film work, but to sum it up, I think it was a far more fruitful and complex relationship than most Faulkner scholarship admits. Most scholars seem to dismiss the entire topic of Faulkner's time in Hollywood with something like the phrase: “He endured.” But stopping here doesn't acknowledge Faulkner for what he was: a one-man cultural recycling center. It doesn't register the instinctive, seemingly involuntary process by which Faulkner absorbed everything around him, nor does it perceive the sophisticated ways in which he dealt with film and mass culture in his fiction. By contrast, Peter Lurie's study Vision's Immanence (2004), even limiting itself to readings of four novels in the 1930s, makes it abundantly clear that Hollywood provided a vast store of ideas, images, reference points and narrative strategies—that, indeed, Faulkner's relationship to film was a vital aspect of his development as a modernist writer. As I say, I can't pursue this revisionist line in detail here. But what I want to suggest, in a related way, is the role that international contexts in 1942, the first year of direct American involvement in World War II, played in Faulkner's later career. 

At the outset of a seven-year contract, Faulkner's first assignment in July 1942 was to write a screenplay about Charles De Gaulle, the leader of the Free French resistance to German occupation of France. The idea for the film came from President Roosevelt, who wanted Americans to develop stronger feelings for their French allies, and received the full support of Jack Warner. Faulkner's affinity for the project shouldn't be surprising in light of his own love of military stories (a specialty of his in Hollywood), his own lack of World War I experience which made him even more obsessed with war stories, and his interest in French history and culture dating back at least twenty years. Over the next four months, Faulkner generated nearly a thousand pages of treatments, scripts and revisions; the words poured forth so quickly that several members of the writers' union, fearing that Faulkner's prodigious productivity would make the rest of them look bad, asked him to slow down. (I wonder what Faulkner would make of the writers' strike going on right now in Hollywood?) It was a rare case in Faulkner's Hollywood career of a non-collaborative project in which he write, from beginning to end, everything in a script. 

Faulkner produced two complete screenplays, the second attempting to incorporate the concerns of De Gaulle's American representatives Adrien Tixier and Henri Diamant-Berger, who had contact with the studio through the US Department of State. The first screenplay was divided roughly equally between De Gaulle, fighting against bureaucracy to modernize the French military before the war and then establishing the Free French movement, and a tale of French peasants caught up in the confusion of world events. Faulkner viewed these as related, interwoven strands of the same narrative, in the manner of “Old Man” and “The Wild Palms.” There are some funny moments in this script. The rebel stronghold of Brittany looks a lot like Mississippi at times; and De Gaulle takes on the air of a riled up Confederate more than once, as in his defiance of the collaborationist Vichy regime: “You call upon France—a France surrendered, pillaged, enslaved—to go back to work, to build anew and rise from her ruins. But by what means, in the name of what, do you expect her to rise again? France will rise again.” 

The second draft of the screenplay, written after the French readers corrected historical errors and took exception to the overall treatment of the common people's lives under German rule, apparently did not allay the concerns of either De Gaulle's representatives or Faulkner himself. The problem, he realized, was more fundamental: Faulkner had come to believe that “The De Gaulle Story” would be told best without including De Gaulle at all. In his last correspondence with producer Robert Buckner before the project was shelved in November, Faulkner wrote, “Let's dispense with General De Gaulle as a living character in the story.” Doing so would give them, he said, “a free hand… the discretion to choose among these facts, choose those which we want to use and tell them in American terms, in the language… of those whom it is the purpose of the picture to move or please or instruct, or perhaps uplift even by reaffirming in them the value of human suffering and the belief in human hope.” 

This is a remarkable passage, combining the blatantly selective treatment of history which Hollywood has so often been pilloried with an embryonic form of the soaring rhetoric of humanism Faulkner would utilize in his Nobel Speech. But this latter element had been seeping out into the story for several months, making its earliest appearance in a speech by a priest, a minor character in an early story treatment: “This man, this Hitler, is nothing: a little clod of rotten dirt before God. He will pass. We may not see it. Some of us will not—we who are old, and many of you young men who are yet to die because of him. But somewhere in the long annal of human suffering our suffering will remain, fixed: one little rock at least in the foundation of our children's security and peace.” 

For several reasons, “The De Gaulle Story” was never produced. The French representatives disapproved of the script. Faulkner's suggestion to remove De Gaulle altogether looks suspiciously like the last straw. But the world outside had changed during the second half of 1942 as well, and, once again, global Hollywood snapped to attention. Though he seemed at first like a romantic hero ideal for screen treatment, De Gaulle was turning out to be a very annoying, intransigent guy for American leaders to do business with. At the same time, Roosevelt began to think that Russia, not France, was most in need of an image makeover, and he asked Jack Warner to help out. The result was Mission to Moscow (1943), the most infamously propagandistic movie ever made by Hollywood, a film so eager to sow pro-Soviet sympathy that it suggested Stalin's purges were expressions of a heroic patriotism. Warner Brothers tried to destroy every copy in existence just a few years later, when pro-Soviet sympathy wasn't a great resume-builder in Hollywood. 

For Faulkner, however, the opportunity to immerse himself in recent French history, to marry his southern sympathies to the cause of this occupied people that had not yet surrendered its spirit, was the seed that would bear fruit in Stockholm in 1950. I am not at all sure that this was a good thing, since I think the Nobel speech forecloses much of Faulkner's earlier work, simplifying and obscuring the enormous range and sophistication of his great novels, and tempering their frighteningly dark irresolutions. As Faulkner's friend and fellow screenwriter Stephen Longstreet later wrote of the speech, “It neither sounded like him nor conformed to the antagonistic brooding of his own personality.” The Nobel speech leaves me with the same kind of ambivalence that I feel when I think about some of the more troubling implications of global Hollywood. And that, I suppose, is the idea. For with the Nobel speech, Faulkner's rebranding was complete. At the end of a decade of fighting off creditors and begging his publisher for advances, fretting that his best writing was behind him, resisting the indentured servitude of his seven-year Warners contract, pushing Malcolm Cowley to remove any mention of his World War I record from The Portable Faulkner (1946), Faulkner enjoyed the lucrative one-two punch of a movie deal for the good-but-not-great Intruder in the Dust (1948), worth $50,000, and the Nobel Prize, worth $30,000. After his agents took their cut from the movie money, the two paydays looked pretty similar. At the end of Faulkner's noir decade, he had not just endured; he had, for better and for worse, prevailed. 
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