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William Faulkner’s "Go Down, Moses" is a powerful and complex collection of stories that delves into the rich
and often tumultuous history of the American South, particularly the Yoknapatawpha County. Through the
lens of the McCaslin family and their interwoven relationships with Black characters, Faulkner explores themes
of land, legacy, race, and redemption. This literary masterpiece, published in 1942, is more than just a series of
connected narratives; it’s a profound exploration of American identity and the enduring consequences of
slavery and its aftermath. Understanding "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" requires an appreciation for
its intricate narrative structure, its exploration of profound moral questions, and its unforgettable
characters. This article will provide a comprehensive overview, examining the collection's structure, its key
thematic explorations, and its lasting significance in American literature.
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Understanding "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner": A
Comprehensive Exploration

"Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" is a seminal work that challenges conventional notions of narrative
and delves deeply into the human condition. Faulkner masterfully weaves together individual stories to create
a larger tapestry of American history and its ongoing impact. The collection, centered around the McCaslin
family and their ancestral lands in fictional Yoknapatawpha County, Mississippi, examines the profound legacy
of slavery, the complex relationship between humans and the natural world, and the often-fraught pursuit of
moral integrity. Each story, while standing on its own, contributes to a cumulative understanding of the
characters' struggles and their place within a larger, historical context. Readers will find that delving into
"Go Down, Moses" offers a rewarding, albeit demanding, literary experience, revealing Faulkner's unparalleled
ability to capture the essence of the South and its enduring complexities.

Thematic Core of "Go Down, Moses"

At its heart, "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" grapples with a constellation of interconnected themes
that define the American experience, particularly in the South. Faulkner doesn't shy away from the brutal
realities of the past; instead, he confronts them head-on, exploring their lingering effects on individuals and



society. The collection is a deep dive into the moral landscape of a region shaped by its history, and the
characters are constantly navigating the ethical and psychological consequences of their ancestry and
choices.

The Burden of History and Ancestry

One of the most pervasive themes in "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" is the inescapable weight of history,
particularly the legacy of slavery and its impact on both Black and white families. Characters are often
defined by their lineage, their ancestors' actions casting long shadows over their present lives. This ancestral
burden manifests in feelings of guilt, responsibility, and a struggle to break free from the past. Faulkner
suggests that understanding and confronting this history is crucial for any hope of individual or collective
redemption.

The Sacredness and Corruption of the Land

The land in "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" is more than just a setting; it is a character in itself, imbued
with both sacredness and a history of exploitation. The McCaslin plantation, Beauchamp, and the wilderness
areas represent different facets of this relationship. The land holds the memories of generations, the labor of
enslaved people, and the dreams and betrayals of its owners. Faulkner contrasts the natural purity of the
wilderness with the moral decay that can occur when land is treated as a mere commodity or when its true
caretakers are dispossessed.

The Search for Identity and Belonging

Many characters in "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" are on a quest for self-understanding and a sense of
belonging. This is particularly true for Ike McCaslin, who grapples with his family's complicity in the sins of
slavery. His journey is one of attempting to reconcile his inherited privilege with his moral conscience. Similarly,
characters like Lucas McCaslin and his descendants are navigating their identities within a society that has
historically denied them full humanity. Their search for identity is inextricably linked to their understanding of
their place in relation to both the land and their shared history.

Key Characters and Their Significance in "Go Down, Moses"

"Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" is populated by a cast of complex and memorable characters, each
contributing to the novel's rich tapestry of themes. Their interactions, internal struggles, and relationships
with the land and each other drive the narrative and illuminate Faulkner’s exploration of the human condition in
the American South.

Isaac McCaslin (Ike)

Ike McCaslin is arguably the central consciousness of "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner." His journey from
childhood to adulthood is a profound moral and spiritual awakening. Renouncing his inheritance, particularly
the land tainted by slavery, Ike seeks a life of simplicity and integrity. His deep respect for the wilderness and his
commitment to justice, even in a flawed world, make him a pivotal figure. His renunciation of the land symbolizes
a rejection of the sins of his ancestors and a desire for a more just inheritance.



Lucas McCaslin

Lucas, Ike’s cousin and a descendant of the McCaslin family through Eunice, represents a different path of
engagement with the land and the legacy of the past. He is a practical, hardworking farmer who directly
confronts the challenges of post-slavery life. Lucas’s relationship with his wife, Molly, and his dealings with
the land and the community showcase resilience and a determination to forge his own destiny, despite the
enduring racial injustices. He embodies a grounded, earthbound strength.

The Beauchamp Family

The Beauchamp family, whose lineage is deeply intertwined with the McCaslins, represents the enduring impact of
slavery and miscegenation. Characters like Tomey’s Turl and later members of the Beauchamp line embody the
complex racial dynamics and the struggles for survival and recognition within the Southern social hierarchy.
Their stories highlight the human cost of the Peculiar Institution and the resilience of those who endured it.

Gavin Stevens

While not a primary figure in all the stories, Gavin Stevens, a lawyer and the narrator of "The Intruder,"
serves as a voice of reason and moral contemplation. He often reflects on the injustices and the moral failings
of the South, offering a perspective that is both analytical and empathetic. His presence bridges different
generations and experiences within the McCaslin orbit.

Thematic Exploration of Land and Legacy in "Go Down, Moses"

The interconnectedness of land and legacy is a cornerstone of "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner." Faulkner
presents the land as a repository of history, a source of both sustenance and moral corruption. The concept
of legacy, passed down through generations, is often directly tied to the land and its ownership, creating a
complex web of responsibility and inherited guilt.

The McCaslin Plantation as a Symbol

The McCaslin plantation serves as a powerful symbol throughout "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner." It
is the ancestral home, the site of immense wealth built on the backs of enslaved people, and the focus of much of
Ike McCaslin's moral struggle. The land itself bears the scars of its history, and its fertility is a constant
reminder of the labor and suffering that made it productive. Faulkner uses the plantation to explore how
material wealth can be inextricably linked to moral compromise.

The Wilderness as a Realm of Purity

In contrast to the cultivated but morally compromised plantation, the wilderness areas, particularly the
hunting grounds described in "The Bear," represent a realm of primal purity and spiritual renewal. It is here that
characters like Old Ben, the legendary bear, and the hunters engage in a ritualistic relationship with nature.
The wilderness offers a space where one can shed the artificial constructs of society and confront
fundamental truths about life, death, and responsibility. Ike's deep connection to the wilderness signifies his
desire for a more authentic and ethically grounded existence.



Inheritance and the "Curse" of the Land

"Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" frequently depicts inheritance as a burden rather than a blessing,
especially when the inheritance is tied to the sins of slavery. The land, for the McCaslins, is not merely
property but a moral inheritance. The "curse" of the land refers to the inherited guilt and the obligation to
confront and atone for the past. Ike's decision to relinquish his claim to the land is a radical act of attempting
to break this cycle of inherited sin.

Thematic Exploration of Race and Redemption in "Go Down, Moses"

Race and the possibility of redemption are central to the narrative of "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner."
Faulkner unflinchingly examines the systemic injustices and the personal tragedies that arise from the institution
of slavery and its lingering effects. The quest for redemption, both individual and collective, is a complex and
often elusive goal for the characters.

The Dehumanizing Effects of Slavery

Faulkner portrays the profound and dehumanizing effects of slavery on both the enslaved and the enslavers.
Characters are often stripped of their dignity, their families, and their basic human rights. The economic and
social structures of the South are built upon this foundation of oppression, and the psychological toll is
immense. Faulkner’s prose vividly captures the indignities and the brutality that characterized this era.

The Complexities of Racial Identity

The collection explores the complex and often fluid nature of racial identity in the South. Characters with
mixed ancestry navigate a world where such identities are fraught with social and emotional consequences. The
blurred lines of kinship and the legacy of miscegenation underscore the artificiality of rigid racial categories
and the shared humanity that transcends them. Faulkner’s depiction of these complexities challenges simplistic
notions of race.

The Elusive Nature of Redemption

Redemption in "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" is a difficult and often incomplete process. While
characters like Ike strive for moral absolution, the deep-seated injustices of the past cannot be easily erased.
Faulkner suggests that redemption may lie not in forgetting or escaping the past, but in confronting it with
honesty, accepting responsibility, and striving for justice in the present. The ongoing struggles of the Black
characters highlight the systemic barriers to true reconciliation and redemption.

Narrative Structure and Stylistic Brilliance in "Go Down, Moses"

William Faulkner’s distinctive narrative style and his innovative approach to structure are hallmarks of "Go
Down, Moses." The collection is renowned for its literary artistry, which, while demanding, rewards the reader
with profound insights and a deeply immersive experience. Faulkner's manipulation of time, perspective, and
language is integral to his thematic exploration.



Fragmented and Interconnected Narratives

Instead of a linear, chronological plot, "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" presents a series of
interconnected stories. These narratives, though distinct, share characters, settings, and thematic concerns,
creating a mosaic-like effect. This structure allows Faulkner to explore different facets of the McCaslin
legacy and to present events from multiple perspectives, deepening the reader's understanding of the complex
relationships and historical forces at play.

Faulkner's Use of Stream of Consciousness and Interior Monologue

Faulkner is a master of employing stream of consciousness and interior monologue to reveal the inner lives of
his characters. Readers are privy to their thoughts, memories, and emotions, often presented in long, complex
sentences that mirror the flow of consciousness. This technique is particularly effective in capturing the
psychological weight of history and the characters' internal conflicts, especially in sections pertaining to
Ike's contemplative moments.

Symbolism and Mythic Resonance

The stories in "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" are rich with symbolism, from the recurring motif of the
bear to the symbolic significance of the land itself. Faulkner imbues his narratives with a mythic quality,
drawing upon biblical allusions (as the title suggests) and archetypal characters to explore universal themes
of sin, sacrifice, and redemption. This mythic dimension elevates the specific Southern setting to a broader
commentary on the human condition.

The "Go Down, Moses" Connection: Is it a Novel or a Collection?

A frequent point of discussion regarding "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" is its classification. While
often published and read as a unified work, it comprises several distinct stories that were also published
individually. This unique structure has led to debate about whether it should be considered a novel or a
collection of short stories.

The Argument for a Unified Novel

Many critics and readers argue that "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" functions as a novel due to its
overarching thematic unity, its recurring characters, and its exploration of a single, overarching narrative
arc concerning the McCaslin family and their historical context. The stories are designed to complement and
inform one another, building a cumulative portrait of a family and a region. The placement of "The Bear" as the
central, longest, and most pivotal story further strengthens this argument, acting as an anchor for the
surrounding narratives.

The Argument for a Collection of Short Stories

Conversely, the fact that each section can be read and appreciated independently supports the argument that
"Go Down, Moses" is a collection. Each story has its own beginning, middle, and end, and they were initially
published separately. This perspective emphasizes the individual brilliance of each narrative while acknowledging
their thematic resonance when read together.



Faulkner's Intention

Faulkner himself indicated that he considered "Go Down, Moses" to be a novel, suggesting that he intended for
the individual stories to coalesce into a larger, unified work. Regardless of its precise classification, the
power and impact of "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" are undeniable, offering a profound exploration of
American identity through its masterful blend of individual narratives.

Critical Reception and Literary Impact of "Go Down, Moses"

Upon its publication and in the decades since, "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" has been recognized as a
monumental achievement in American literature. Its complex themes, innovative structure, and Faulkner's
distinctive prose have solidified its place as a classic work, influencing countless writers and scholars.

Early Reception and Acclaim

While Faulkner's work was often challenging for contemporary audiences, "Go Down, Moses" was met with
significant critical acclaim. Reviewers recognized its literary merit and its profound engagement with American
history and the moral questions it raised. The collection further cemented Faulkner's reputation as a leading
voice in modern American literature.

Enduring Influence on Literature and Scholarship

"Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" continues to be a staple in literary studies, analyzed for its thematic
depth, structural innovation, and masterful use of language. It has influenced generations of writers who have
been drawn to Faulkner's ability to capture the complexities of the South and the human psyche. Scholarly
debates persist about its interpretation, underscoring its ongoing relevance and richness.

Thematic Relevance Today

The themes explored in "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner"—the legacy of slavery, racial injustice, the
relationship with the land, and the search for redemption—remain acutely relevant in contemporary society.
Faulkner's work provides a powerful literary lens through which to examine these enduring issues, prompting
reflection and discussion about their historical roots and their continued impact.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of "Go Down, Moses"

In conclusion, "Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" stands as a testament to the power of literature to
explore the most profound and challenging aspects of the human experience. Through its intricately woven
narratives, its unforgettable characters, and its masterful prose, Faulkner crafts a compelling portrait of
the American South, steeped in history, morality, and the enduring quest for meaning. The collection’s
exploration of land, legacy, race, and the arduous path toward redemption continues to resonate deeply with
readers and scholars alike. Whether viewed as a unified novel or a collection of thematically linked stories,
"Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner" offers a rich and rewarding literary journey, one that demands
engagement and promises a deeper understanding of the complexities that shape our collective past and present.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary setting of William Faulkner's 'Go Down, Moses'?

The primary setting of 'Go Down, Moses' is the fictional Yoknapatawpha County in Mississippi, specifically
focusing on the McCaslin plantation and the surrounding wilderness, often referred to as the 'bottoms'.

What is the central theme explored in 'Go Down, Moses'?

A central theme explored in 'Go Down, Moses' is the complex and often fraught relationship between man, land,
and history, particularly in the context of the American South, slavery, and the enduring legacy of the past.

Who is Ike McCaslin and what is his significance in the collection?

Ike McCaslin is a central figure and a recurring character throughout several stories in 'Go Down, Moses'. He
represents a moral compass and a connection to the natural world, struggling to reconcile his inheritance
with a sense of justice and a rejection of the racial injustices of the South.

How does the story 'The Bear' contribute to the overall narrative of 'Go
Down, Moses'?

'The Bear' is a pivotal story that acts as a foundational narrative. It explores themes of wilderness,
heritage, the cyclical nature of life and death, and Ike McCaslin's spiritual journey and renunciation of his
inheritance, deeply informing the other stories.

What is the significance of the character of Sam Fathers?

Sam Fathers is a wise, Native American elder and a former slave who serves as a spiritual guide and mentor to
Ike McCaslin and others. He embodies a profound understanding of the land and a connection to a more primal
way of life, representing a bridge between different cultures and eras.

What is the relationship between the individual stories within 'Go Down,
Moses'?

While 'Go Down, Moses' is a collection of stories, they are interconnected through shared characters (most
notably Ike McCaslin and members of the McCaslin family), recurring settings, and overlapping thematic
concerns, creating a cohesive, albeit fragmented, novelistic experience.

How does Faulkner address the legacy of slavery in the collection?

Faulkner addresses the legacy of slavery through the McCaslin family's history, the character of Tomey’s
Turl, and the pervasive racial tensions and moral compromises that continue to haunt the present. He examines
the inherited guilt and the persistent social and economic inequalities.

What does the title 'Go Down, Moses' allude to?

The title 'Go Down, Moses' is a biblical allusion to the Book of Exodus, referencing Moses leading the
Israelites out of slavery in Egypt. This suggests a desire for liberation and a quest for freedom, both literal
and spiritual, for characters like Turl and for the land itself.



What is the role of the wilderness and nature in 'Go Down, Moses'?

The wilderness, particularly the deep woods where the bear roam, serves as a sanctuary and a place of
spiritual renewal and moral clarity for characters like Ike McCaslin. It represents a timeless existence
contrasted with the corrupting influence of human society and history.

What are some of the critical interpretations of 'Go Down, Moses'
regarding its portrayal of race and the South?

Critical interpretations vary, with some viewing the collection as a powerful indictment of the South's racial
injustices and its complicity in slavery, while others highlight Faulkner's nuanced portrayal of the complex
relationships and moral ambiguities that resulted from this history. The collection is often analyzed for its
exploration of a shared, albeit often painful, heritage.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to William Faulkner's Go Down, Moses, with short descriptions:

1. The Sound and the Fury
This iconic Faulkner novel delves into the decline of the Compson family in the American South. It explores
themes of time, memory, and the burden of the past through the fragmented perspectives of its characters. Like
Go Down, Moses, it grapples with the complex legacy of the South and its impact on individuals.

2. As I Lay Dying
Another seminal work by Faulkner, this novel chronicles the journey of the Bundren family to bury their
matriarch. Told through multiple, often unreliable narrators, it showcases Faulkner's experimental style and
his examination of human nature under duress. The struggle for dignity and the weight of family ties resonate
with the themes found in Go Down, Moses.

3. Light in August
This novel centers on Joe Christmas, a man of ambiguous racial heritage, and the interconnected lives in a
Mississippi town. It explores themes of identity, alienation, and the enduring impact of societal prejudice. The
deep connection to land and the complex social fabric of the South are central, mirroring aspects of Go Down,
Moses.

4. Absalom, Absalom!
Faulkner's epic tale of family, ambition, and destruction in the antebellum South. The story of Thomas Sutpen's
grand design and its eventual unraveling is told through layers of history and narrative. The exploration of
inherited guilt and the cyclical nature of violence is a strong thematic link to Go Down, Moses.

5. Their Eyes Were Watching God by Zora Neale Hurston
While not by Faulkner, this novel shares a profound connection to the Southern experience and the quest for
selfhood. It follows Janie Crawford's journey through multiple relationships and her search for independence
and love in early 20th-century Florida. The exploration of Black identity and the natural world provides a
complementary perspective to Faulkner's work.

6. The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck
This novel tells the story of the Joad family's migration from the Dust Bowl to California during the Great
Depression. It highlights themes of poverty, resilience, and the search for a better life in the face of
overwhelming adversity. The depiction of families enduring hardship and seeking justice shares a spirit with the
characters in Go Down, Moses.

7. Kindred by Octavia E. Butler
This powerful science fiction novel explores the legacy of slavery through the eyes of Dana, a Black woman
who is repeatedly transported back in time to the antebellum South. It unflinchingly examines the brutality of
slavery and its lingering effects on descendants. The confrontation with historical trauma and the
complexities of ancestry are directly relevant to Go Down, Moses.



8. Roots: The Saga of an American Family by Alex Haley
This seminal work traces the history of an African American family from their origins in Africa to the post-
Civil War South. It emphasizes the importance of lineage, the resilience of the human spirit, and the enduring
impact of slavery and its aftermath. The exploration of ancestral journeys and the weight of history echoes
the concerns in Faulkner's collection.

9. Delta Wedding by Eudora Welty
This novel offers a sensitive portrait of a Mississippi Delta family gathering for a wedding in the 1930s. Welty
masterfully captures the nuanced relationships, unspoken tensions, and the deep roots families have in their
Southern environment. The focus on family dynamics and the specific cultural landscape provides a relatable
parallel to the world Faulkner depicts.
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