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“THE book of which those others were but foals”:

The Personal, the Aesthetic, and the Mammalian in Flags in the Dust
In his essay, “Human, All Too Human: ‘Animal Studies’ and the Humanities,” Cary Wolfe suggests that giving an overview of Animal Studies is “a bit like herding cats” insofar as “‘the animal,’ when you think about it, is everywhere.”   The “starring role of bear, deer, and dog at the heart of ...Go Down, Moses” earns Faulkner first mention in Wolfe’s selective catalogue of writers, artists and philosophers in whose work non-human animals feature prominently, but once we accept his invitation to “think about it,” the creatures really start to come out of the woodwork: bear, deer, and dog, yes, but also horse, mule, squirrel, ‘possum, fox, rat, fish, frog, and snake, not to mention multiple species of birds and insects.   My paper seeks to situate this biodiversity, which is much more characteristic of Faulkner’s work from the 1930s on, within the context of his earlier novels by asking how animals contribute to Faulkner’s turn toward his “postage stamp of native soil” in Flags in the Dust.  Though, by his own account, Faulkner brought the novel’s “teeming world” to life by “putting people in it”—people “composed partly from what they were in actual life and partly from what they should have been and were not”—he also put non-human animals in it, thus engendering a dense social world in which the various generations, races, and classes, coexist with different species, domesticated and wild.   Alongside the Sartorises, Strothers, Benbows, Snopeses, Mitchells, and Peabodys who emerge, as it were, fully formed in Flags, we also encounter an unprecedented number of non-human animals, all of whom appear, like their human counterparts, fleshed out to a degree that we have not seen in the previous writings.  

My paper argues that the increase in the nonhuman animal population in Flags is not simply symptomatic of its realist or regionalist commitments, a view that would tend to reinforce the idea that Flags breaks with Faulkner’s earlier novels, and with Mosquitoes in particular.  Rather, I want to suggest the animal participates in an on-going migration of Faulkner’s art away from what I describe as a “cold-blooded” or “blood-sucking” aesthetic that Mosquitoes alternately performs and critiques, and towards what he described himself in reference to the composition of Flags as “reproduction, in its true way, the aesthetic and the mammalian…the desire to feel over the bones spreading and parting with something alive begotten of the ego and conceived by the protesting unleashing of flesh.”   By foregrounding the body, and by appealing to an embodied experience that is distinctly female but not exclusively human, Faulkner’s mammalian aesthetic opens up a profound alterity at the matrix of the novel and, if we take seriously the author’s statement cited in the title of this paper, of the career as a whole.  It is an alterity that resurfaces, I argue, at the heart of what it means to be “human” for Faulkner, a condition which Flags disarticulates from the illusion of the free-standing subject by attaching it to a broader animality that embodies the tensions and contradictions that Faulkner’s human subjects often seek to disavow.   I explore this animality in relation to the novel’s treatment of both human animals (Sartoris, Benbow, Snopes) and non-human animals (horse, dog, fox, lion), in order to show how Faulkner executes his (re)turn to the south by leaning upon the animal in both literal and symbolic ways, and how, by giving the human back to the mammal, he opens (“spreads,” “parts”) the human subject in ways that will prove formative for his subsequent novels.  

