
Go Down Moses By William Faulkner

Go Down, Moses is a significant work by the American author William Faulkner, published in 1942.
This novel is not merely a standalone story but rather a collection of interconnected narratives that
explore the complexities of race, family, and the Southern experience. Faulkner's writing style,
characterized by its intricate prose and deep psychological insights, invites readers into the intricate
lives of his characters, particularly those from the South. In this article, we will delve into the
themes, characters, and the broader implications of "Go Down, Moses," highlighting its enduring
legacy in American literature.



Overview of the Novel

"Go Down, Moses" consists of seven interrelated stories that revolve around the McCaslin family, a
prominent lineage in Faulkner’s fictional Yoknapatawpha County. The stories are not presented in a
linear fashion, allowing readers to piece together the history and relationships among the
characters. The title itself is drawn from a spiritual, underscoring the themes of suffering, liberation,
and the quest for identity that permeate the work.

Structure and Style

Faulkner employs a unique narrative structure in "Go Down, Moses," which can be divided into
distinct stories, each focusing on different characters and events. This structure allows Faulkner to
explore various aspects of the human condition, particularly through the lens of the Southern
experience. The stories include:

1. "Was"
2. "The Fire and the Hearth"
3. "The Old People"
4. "The Bear"
5. "Pantaloon"
6. "Delta Autumn"
7. "Go Down, Moses"

Each story can be read independently but collectively contributes to the overarching narrative about
the McCaslin family, particularly their interactions with the land and the African American
characters who inhabit it.

Thematic Exploration

Faulkner’s "Go Down, Moses" is rich with themes that reflect the complexities of Southern life. The
following themes are particularly significant:

1. Race and Identity

The interplay of race is central to the narratives in "Go Down, Moses." Faulkner examines the legacy
of slavery and its impact on both white and black characters. The McCaslin family, while wealthy
and influential, is also complicit in the exploitation of the African American community. Characters
such as Lucas Beauchamp symbolize the struggle for dignity and identity in a racially divided
society. Faulkner portrays the nuanced relationships between races, illustrating how history shapes
personal identity and communal dynamics.



2. Nature and the Southern Landscape

The Southern landscape serves as a powerful backdrop for the stories in "Go Down, Moses."
Faulkner’s vivid descriptions of the land reflect the beauty and brutality of nature. The wilderness,
particularly in the story "The Bear," symbolizes both a refuge and a challenge for the characters.
Hunting and the relationship with nature become metaphors for personal growth and the struggle
for survival. The land is not merely a setting; it is an integral part of the characters' identities.

3. Family and Legacy

Family ties and the burden of legacy are recurrent motifs in Faulkner’s work. The McCaslin family
embodies the complexities of familial relationships, particularly regarding inheritance and
responsibility. The characters grapple with their family’s history, which is fraught with both pride
and shame. The tension between past and present is evident as the characters confront their
ancestors' choices and the societal norms that shaped their lives.

4. The Search for Redemption

Redemption is a crucial theme in "Go Down, Moses," as characters seek to reconcile their pasts and
find meaning in their lives. The struggle for redemption often manifests in the characters’
relationships with one another. Faulkner suggests that understanding one’s history, including the
dark aspects of it, is essential for personal growth and redemption. This theme resonates deeply in
the context of the American South, where the legacy of slavery and racism continues to haunt the
present.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Go Down, Moses" are richly developed, each contributing to the exploration of
the novel's themes. Below are some key characters:

1. Isaac McCaslin

Isaac McCaslin, often referred to as "Ike," is the central figure in many of the stories. He embodies
the struggle between tradition and modernity, as well as the conflict between man and nature. Ike’s
journey toward self-discovery and moral clarity is a significant aspect of the narrative. His decisions
regarding the family land and the legacy of slavery reflect his internal battle with his heritage.

2. Lucas Beauchamp

Lucas Beauchamp is a black character who stands out in the narratives. His dignity, intelligence,



and complex personality challenge the stereotypes often associated with African Americans in
Southern literature. Lucas's relationship with the McCaslin family highlights the racial tensions and
the potential for mutual respect and understanding, despite the societal barriers.

3. Sam Fathers

Sam Fathers, a mixed-race character, serves as a mentor to Ike McCaslin. His wisdom and
connection to the land emphasize the importance of heritage and tradition. Sam represents the
blending of cultures and the complexities of identity in the South. His character illustrates the theme
of the search for belonging and the struggle against societal constraints.

Impact and Legacy

"Go Down, Moses" is considered one of Faulkner’s most important works, showcasing his mastery of
language and narrative structure. The novel has had a profound influence on American literature
and continues to be studied for its exploration of race, identity, and the Southern experience. It has
inspired numerous authors and scholars to engage with the themes of legacy and redemption within
the context of American history.

1. Influence on Literature

Faulkner's innovative narrative techniques and complex characterizations have paved the way for
future generations of writers. His exploration of race and identity has opened up conversations
about the American South and its historical injustices. Many contemporary authors draw on
Faulkner’s themes to address modern issues of race, class, and identity.

2. Critical Reception

Upon its publication, "Go Down, Moses" received a mixed response, but it has since been recognized
as a classic of American literature. Faulkner's ability to weave together personal and historical
narratives has been lauded, and the book is frequently included in academic curricula across the
world.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Go Down, Moses" by William Faulkner is a rich tapestry of interconnected stories
that delve into the complexities of race, identity, and the Southern experience. Through its intricate
characters and profound themes, the novel invites readers to reflect on the past and its implications
for the present. Faulkner’s exploration of the human condition, particularly within the context of the
American South, ensures that "Go Down, Moses" remains a vital work in the landscape of American
literature. As we continue to grapple with the legacies of history, Faulkner's insights resonate,



reminding us of the importance of understanding our roots in order to forge a path toward
redemption and understanding.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Go Down, Moses' by
William Faulkner?
The main themes include the complexities of race and identity, the legacy of slavery, the Southern
experience, and the struggle for personal and moral redemption.

How does William Faulkner use the character of Lucas
Beauchamp in 'Go Down, Moses'?
Lucas Beauchamp serves as a central figure representing the struggles of African Americans in the
South, highlighting themes of heritage, dignity, and the fight against systemic oppression.

What is the significance of the title 'Go Down, Moses'?
The title references the biblical story of Moses leading his people to freedom, symbolizing the
yearning for liberation and the ongoing struggle against oppression faced by African Americans.

How does Faulkner portray the relationship between land and
identity in 'Go Down, Moses'?
Faulkner illustrates a deep connection between characters and their ancestral land, suggesting that
identity is intricately tied to history, memory, and place in the Southern context.

What narrative techniques does Faulkner employ in 'Go Down,
Moses'?
Faulkner uses a non-linear narrative, multiple perspectives, and rich symbolism to explore complex
themes and character relationships, creating a layered and immersive reading experience.

In what ways does 'Go Down, Moses' reflect the social issues of
its time?
The novella addresses issues such as racial discrimination, the impact of slavery, and the changing
social dynamics in the South, reflecting the historical context of the early 20th century.

How does the structure of 'Go Down, Moses' contribute to its
overall meaning?
The interconnected stories and characters create a tapestry that reflects the broader themes of
family, heritage, and moral complexity, emphasizing how personal histories shape social realities.



What role does nature play in 'Go Down, Moses'?
Nature is portrayed as both a backdrop and a character in itself, reflecting the characters' inner
struggles and their relationships with their environment, often symbolizing freedom and entrapment.
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