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By the Rivers of Babylon: Faulkner’s Apocryphal Environment
The positioning of the two rivers (the Tallahatchie and the Yoknapatawpha) on the map of Faulkner’s fictional county designates them as marginal natural phenomena. They are the parerga of Yoknapatawpha County – deployed in a seemingly organic fashion as external borders, they also undergird the local agricultural economy (thus both a deliberate and ‘accidental’ arrangement). Framing the county, these two particular rivers construct a totalised regional space, whereby they appear to reinforce the notion of Jefferson and its surrounds as a self-contained ‘postage stamp.’
Indeed, all Faulknerian waterways appear to take on this liminal role, functioning as ‘tripwires’ that, when crossed, trigger a reaction that unleashes the economic, racial, and religious matrices operational in the South. The numerous iterations of river crossings in Faulkner’s oeuvre – and the generally problematic incidents incumbent upon each one – indicate that rivers are an important aspect of the Yoknapatawphan environment. As such, the event of any river crossing holds symbolic valency, as a type of transgressive act that indirectly causes the dominant ideology to be called into question.
However, such figurative reading necessarily yields to a kind of ‘cartographical imperative,’ if we consider that Faulkner’s two maps of Yoknapatawpha emphasize the specific placement of the rivers in question, a placement that dictates the assorted material conditions of the county’s inhabitants. It is the location of the rivers, and the degree to which they shape class interests, that determines the effect of each traversal. By focusing my analysis on As I Lay Dying, while also enumerating other instances of river crossings in Faulkner’s work, my paper surveys the common ground between such scenes, while also exploring how the seemingly banal crossing of a river can actually elucidate some of the networked paradoxes of the South.
