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Necrophilia in Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily”

Shen Yu-hsuan

In the final scene of William Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily”
(1954), “a long strand of iron-gray hair” (497) on the dented
pillow implies that the protagonist has slept with a dead body for
many years. The story concludes with Emily’s necrophilia, and the
last sentence depicting the gloomy scene astonishes readers; however,
this final revelation does not just arouse readers’ horror. For Brooks and
Warren, Emily’s necrophilia shows her pride, strong determination, and
“contempt for public opinion” (Brooks and Warren 352), and those features
make Emily resemble a “typical tragic hero” (Brooks and Warren 354) who “insists
on meeting the world on her own terms” (Brooks and Warren 353). They regard Emily as
an unconventional woman fighting against the Southerners. Similar to Brooks and Warren, Argiro
thinks Emily attempts to destabilize the Southern values. In his opinion, Emily leaves Homer’s body on
purpose to accuse the Southerners of their oppression, and her necrophilia distracts the Southerners
from her secret of “negrophilia” (Argiro 462). Like Argiro, Dilworth regards Emily’s necrophilia as a
distraction, but he thinks it is the narrator who tries to deflect readers’ attention to the townspeople’s
“collusion with Emily”” (Dilworth 252). Different from other critics, Dilworth does not think Emily
opposes the Southerners; he believes that Emily murders her lover in order to meet her townsfolks’
expectations (Dilworth 251). Brooks, Warren, and Argiro believe Emily goes against the Southern
values; nevertheless, they neglect the fact that Emily does not refuse all the Southern conventions. She
actually at times follows Southern values.

In order to know more about Emily’s attack against and obedience to the Southerners, it is necessary
to understand the social values of the South. Based on the Southern romance that all southern white
women should be “prelapsarian (though well-clothed) Eve” (Dilworth 253), Dilworth thinks that
the Southerners’ idealization of Emily is similar to Emily’s preservation of corpses, but he does not
thoroughly examine the Southerners’ romance that underlines not only “the myth of paradise” (Dilworth
253) but also “the legend of aristocracy” (Cash 70). If we want to understand the connection between
Emily’s necrophilia and Southerners’ values, we need to observe both the religious and aristocratic
aspects in Southerners’ social values.

According to Cash’s The Mind of the South, Southerners are depicted as “a direct product of the
soil” (Cash 31), and the center of their minds was “the plantation” (Cash 32). The plantation in Southern
America was so wide that people could lead lives of self-sufficiency with their family and slaves, and the
plantation became “an independent social unit” (Cash 33). As planters owned properties and mastered
slaves in their own plantations, they became proud of their “autonomy” and “wax[ed] continually in

lordly self-certainty” (Cash 34). At the same time, Southerners’ “individualism”™ (Cash 33) and the sense
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of aristocracy were also aroused; they were confident of their social status, considered themselves as

“proper gentlemen™ (Cash 36), and felt superior to the blacks and to people without land. Even when

N o

new planters emerged and “the old aristocracies lost overt political and social power in the South” (Cash
61), the influence of aristocracies still lingered and even increased in Southerners’ minds. Southerners
imagined the aristocracy, “yearning back toward the colorfulness and the more or less imaginary glory of

the aristocratic and purely agricultural past” (Cash 64).

| s s ue

Emily lived in what Cash has called “an age of nostalgia™ (64). Southerners missed the old time
of aristocracy and wanted to return to that time. In Faulkner’s story, Emily does not try to revive the
aristocracy, but she preserves the aristocratic symbol — her mansion “in the heavily lightsome style of

[1870s]” (Faulkner 489). Emily’s house is the only aristocratic heritage left in Jefferson. Throughout

+

her life, Emily lives in and is confined to the house that stands for the Southern values, and she never tries
to leave. Besides, Emily does not want others to “fasten the metal numbers above her door and attach a
mailbox to it” (Faulkner 496) because she attempts to preserve the heritage of aristocracy and thinks the
modern process of postal delivery will destroy the essence of aristocracy.

In addition to nostalgia for aristocracy, Emily lives with the chivalric values of aristocracy. For the

Project

Southerners, they had a “noblesse oblige™ to help “the powerless” and considered the obligation as “the
highest product of aristocracy” (Cash 77). Besides, Southerners praised Southern women, described
them as “the shield-bearing Athena gleaming whitely in the clouds”, and thought “women must be
compensated” by idealizing them (Cash 89). In the text, Emily is exempt from taxes because Southerners
consider her as the obligation of the whole community. Emily relies on this convention and even insists
on it. She accepts the lie that she does not need to pay taxes because her father “loan[s] money to the
town” (Faulkner 489). When the new mayor says that Emily has the duty to pay taxes, Emily refuses
him. She lives with the help of Southerners and satisfies the old Southerners’ desire to fulfill their
chivalric obligation.

Although Emily has nostalgia for the aristocracy and lives with chivalric
conventions, she goes against Southern values through having romance
with a Yankee. According to Cash, “the conflict of the Yankee”
(Cash 62) was unavoidable for the Southerners as people in the
South were so proud and patriotic toward their own society,
and Southerners felt superior to the Yankee. However,
while Emily is respected as the aristocratic representation,
she dates a Yankee and also considers marrying a man
whom Southerners despise. Emily’s affair with Homer
questions the Southerners’ superiority and their conflict

with the Yankee.

It seems that Emily not only follow Southerners’
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rules but also challenges their conventions, but what about Emily’s necrophilia? Does her necrophilia
stand for her obedience to Southerners or for her attack against Southern values? Dilworth thinks that
Emily’s idealization of the dead is as the same as Southerners’ idealization of Emily. However, there are
some differences if we examine Southerners’ religion and the aristocratic values.

Emily’s preservation of corpses needs to be considered in two parts because the preservation
of her father differs from the preservation of her lover. Through preserving her father’s body, Emily
seems to follow Southern values. Cash claims that “the faith of the fathers” is also an essential value for
Southerners and this faith supports their “patriotic pride” (Cash 135). In Emily’s whole life,
Emily’s father strictly protects her, and her father’s domination does not end even
though he passes away. Emily clings to “the faith of the fathers” (Cash 135) so
much that she refuses to accept the death of her father and even tries to
preserve the corpse (Faulkner 492). We have seen that Emily conforms
to Southern values through preserving the aristocratic heritage and
living under chivalric obligations, but it is surprising that Emily
adheres to Southern values in such an eccentric way. Emily’s
necrophilia toward her father shows how Southern values have
distorted her mind.

Different from the preservation of her father, Emily’s
necrophilia toward Homer can be regarded as an expression

of rebellion against Southerners. Earlier in this essay, | have

discussed “the conflict of the Yankee” (Cash 62) and see how

Southerners dislike Yankee. It is easy to understand that the gy

townspeople would feel disgusted and shocked when they find
that Emily has preserved Homer’s body and idealized a Yankee.
Although Emily attempts to fight against Southern values, her
rebellion seems to fail because Southerners still oppress Emily with
their idealization even when she is dead. Southerners’ idealization of Emily
is based not only on “the myth of paradise” (Dilworth 253) but also on the belief
in the Civil War. They idealize Emily as one of the Confederate soldiers as Faulkner
depicts Emily’s funeral in which Emily is buried among the graves of the Confederate soldiers,
and Southerners think Emily “join[s] the representatives of those august names” (Faulkner 489). For
Southerners, the Civil War was considered as “a holy war,” and soldiers dying in the battlefield would
win “redemption” for their country and themselves (Berends 106). As Emily joins the rank of the
Confederate soldiers, her death is idealized as the salvation of her and Southerners more generally.
In conclusion, Emily evidently conforms to Southern values: she preserves the heritage of the

aristocracy and satisfies Southerners’ fancy to chivalry. However, the way she follows the Southern
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values also distorts her mind. Emily’s preservation of her father’s corpse based
on her adherence to “the faith of fathers™ (Cash 135) is actually eccentric.
Even though Emily attempts to rebel against Southerners by challenging their
superiority, Emily still suffers from Southern conventions. Her whole life and
even death are confined to Southern religion and aristocratic values. From
Emily’s necrophilia, we find an obedient woman who follows Southern rules

developing morbid idealization, and her rebellion ends in failure.
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