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44 The BUK That Dare Not Spmk Its NameMeryl Altman

Nonetheless, it is interesting to interrogate Arnold's sense, which I
shared on my first reading, that Mosquitoes is "unFaulknerian." On
the one hand, Faulkner works in many of the voices we love from the
later work, from the teller of tall tales to the lyrical nympholept to the
social ironist to the male monologist on the edge of hysteria. But the
novel is set in an urban context, New Orleans, among "artists" and
their associated hangers-on, and seems designed to be a "novel of
ideas," full of self-conscious, arch metadiscourse about Art with a
capital A. The man we know as refusing to admit he even knew what
an aesthetic was, let alone that he had one-"I simply told a story," "I
don't know too much about ideas and ain't really interested in ideas,"
"the writer writes because he has fun," "I ain't a literary man" (FU
270, 19, 108, 282)-here gathers together a representative selection of
the New Orleans art world: a middlebrow novelist; a strong but silent
sculptor; a listless young man given to repeating, "I am the best poet in
New Orleans"; a thin, hardened, Greenwich Village New Woman
type who tries futilely to seduce men by offering to paint them; a
middle-aged failed masher who sells ladies' underwear in a depart-
ment store and "appreciates" art; a stage Englishman, along for the
ride; a reader and critic who is (rather unfortunately) referred to, over
and over, as "the Semitic man"; the lesbian poet, his sister; and Mrs.
Maurier, the wealthy and enthusiastic but vacuous patroness who
idolizes "her" artists absurdly and also feeds them, as well as serving
as the butt for many of the jokes. Hardly Faulkner's usual cast of
characters.

He packs them all off on Mrs. Maurier's yacht, which Arnold
likens to the "ship of fools." With the addition of two nymphets (one
hard, thin, upper-class, androgynous; the other "rife" with pink flesh),
a young tough, a strange, mechanically-minded undergraduate, and a
virile but sensible steward, it also comes to resemble the "Love Boat."
Along the way, the pilgrims take up a number of the aesthetic and
philosophical questions of the day, including the following: the use of
religion in the modern world; whether education is a good thing or
not, and for whom; whether there can be a uniquely" American" or
regional art or whether art is universal; whether women can or should
write poetry; obscenity in literature; whether there is an American
audience and who it is; the relations between poetry and fiction,
between writing and the plastic arts, between literature and life-all
the" themes" an earnest undergraduate takes notes on in an introduc-
tory American Studies course.

The problem for the reader is not that Faulkner didn't have an ear
for this stuff. He does capture quite exactly the kind of self-contradic-
tory, self-aggrandizing adolescent posturing he must have been hear-
ing around him in the New Orleans years, at least to judge from what
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found its way into the editorial matter in The Double Dealer.3 The
problem is more that it is impossible to tell when he is parodying this
discourse and when he believes it, or what he does believe, which of
the cliched pontifications about beauty are meant as cliched
pontifications and which are supposed to represent Beauty. The irony
spins out of control, and all the voices begin to sound alike, and all
similarly unbearable; by the time they devolve in the epilogue into an
obvious, chaotic imitation of Joyce's Nighttown, we are glad he never
returned to them explicitly again, not even when pressed by interview-
ers. Mosquitoes stands as his only foray into aesthetic metadiscourse.4 It
is also the occasion for his only foray into lesbian eroticism; his only
presentation of a lesbian woman; his only sympathetic woman char-
acter who is also a writer.

The two young women, Pat and Jenny, have an extended sex
scene together, in which they lie in bed and kiss and caress each other.
(It's even longer and more explicit in the typescript version, but it's
unmistakable in the published text, too.) The poet, Mrs. Eva Wiseman,
clearly desires "Jenny's soft body" and moves into the bed when Pat
vacates it; examples of her writing, in a decadent mode, are also given,
and described by her brother and the novelist, Fairchild, as "emotional
bisexuality." The fact that Faulkner actually published the poems in
question under his own signature in A Green Bough led Frann Michel
to title her excellent article on Mosquitoes "William Faulkner as a
Lesbian Author."

Moreover, in marked contrast to much early twentieth-century
fiction about lesbians-including such texts by real lesbian authors as
Radclyffe Hall's The Well of Loneliness, Djuna Barnes's Nightwood,
Colette's Le pur et l'impur-these scenes are noteworthy for their lack
of any guilt, shame, defensiveness, or secrecy; they are simply dead-
pan, further examples of the constant and inconclusive" petting" that
seems the real business of this inconclusive trip. Finally, while the
novelist Dawson Fairchild and Julius, "the Semitic man," seem unwill-

3According to Arnold, many of these characters have models in the group that hung
around The Double Dealer when Faulkner was associated with it: all obscure to us today,
except for Sherwood Anderson, on whom Dawson Fairchild, the middle-aged novelist, is
based. For accounts of Faulkner's connection with The Double Dealer, see Arnold 28, 35-36, 53-
60j Karlj William Faulkner, New Orleans Sketches, ed. Carvel Collins, especially Collins's
introduction.

Like most of the little magazines that launched modernism, The Double Dealer was an
odd mixture of the mediocre and the magnificent: early but lasting work of Hart Crane, for
example, stands out oddly next to the puerile mediocrities of a Louis Gilmour (caricatured as
Mark in Mosquitoes), and the magazine's strident insistences on the importance of New
Orleans, as opposed to New York, Chicago, or Europe, today signal only the immaturity and
parochialism they were intended to deny.

.Or nearly. Exceptions are a few halting lines given to Charlotte Rittenmeyer in If I Forget
Thee, Jerusalem, which Harry doesn't really seem to understand, and the fact that V.K. Ratliff
likes what he sees of Greenwich Village. I should say, Mosquitoes is his only extended and
explicit treatment of aesthetics as a theory.


