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They who want their opi-

nions to be counted relevant 

in the future must risk at 

some period being conside-

red old-fashioned. 

Ernest J. Renan 

T HE W A YS  OF B EING  M OD ER N 

Both William Faulkner (1897 – 1962) and 
Thomas Wolfe (1900 – 1938) represent an 
artistic sensitivity belonging to a collective 
historical consciousness, one of the sense 
of a communal history all but lost in the 
following generations of dominant mo-
dernity and post-modernism (whatever 
the latter means) with its individual isola-
tion. 

Yet the ways Faulkner and Wolfe met 
and accommodated themselves to mod-
ernity were different. Wolfe more or less 
repudiated the Southern concept of native 
soil and its legacy of binding obligations, 
leaving it for the metropolis of New York 
with its seething modernity and winds of 
cosmopolitanism. And even Wolfe’s 
fondness of Germany was not directed so 
much to its earlier cultural heritage (at 
least not in the European scholarly sense) 
as to the hope of vigorous rejuvenation 
that he expected Germany to present to 
the world, a hope that initially led him to 
a positive stance towards the rising Nazis, 
which he decisively abandoned in the 
1930s. 

Faulkner, a conservative Democrat, 
never grew accustomed to New York. In-

stead, the source of cosmopolitan feelings 
for him was New Orleans, as Southern as 
his home county yet very different from it 
by its dominance of the Catholic culture, 
as found among the Cajuns and Creoles 
and people from more Southern regions of 
the Americas. 

As it is known, whereas the Protestant 
confessions focus their spirituality upon 
the word, upon literary communication, in 
the Catholic cultures by and large direct, 
non-literary representation of communal 
ties by way of processions, masses, festi-
vities, the general appeal to all the five 
senses (as in Mardi Gras) plays a much 
more important role. New Orleans, „the 
Big Easy” was a place less concerned with 
the accepted conventions and crazes of 
modernity because in its celebrational 
mode, as a harbour to the older traditions, 
both more European and more like the 
America of the earliest (non-English) sett-
lers, it was timeless. It was here that the 
carnivalesque opposition, in Bakhtinian 
terms, to everything institutional in Ame-
rica or even in much of the contemporary 
world was embodied, a carnivalesque 
sense of the totality of life inherited from 
the Middle Ages and earlier. It was from 
here, adding to it the oral story-telling 
tradition of the Calvinist Deep South, that 
Faulkner found the most unique and cha-
racteristic quality of his fiction, a synthesis 
of the deeply folkloristic picturesque nar-
rative element with the formal craftsman-
ship of Joycean modernity. 

W HA T  IS  ES T ONIA ?  

In the post-Soviet era, the knowledge of 
Estonia as a country has been somewhat 
spreading in the West. Nevertheless, Es-
tonia has not yet acquired (outside its 
borders) quite the image as a nation in the 
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way for instance Denmark is considered a 
nation. The Estonian nationality is still 
somewhat doubted. For many people in 
the West, even if they know about Estonia, 
the country is a corner of Russia, now ac-
cidentally sovereign. For the Western cul-
tural memory, the Estonians are an eth-
nicity without the sufficient cultural 
weight and numerousness to make them a 
nationality: the national identity of Esto-
nia is seen as to be carried by autonomy of 
one small part of Northwestern Russia, 
whatever the ethnicity of its people. It is of 
course peculiar that no one in Germany, 
France or Spain doubts the existence of the 
nationality of Icelanders, although there 
are more than twice as many people who 
speak the Finno-Ugric language of Esto-
nians, than there are Icelanders. 

The relative negligence of the Estonian 
nation in the West may be due to the fol-
lowing three factors: the literary tradition 
is relatively young, just four or five centu-
ries; geographically, the country is seen 
not to be isolated enough; the language is 
overlooked because it is not Germanic nor 
Indo-European at all. 

These factors contribute to the feeling 
that there are too few Estonians to make 
up a nation. However, if one imagines the 
population of the sparsely populated 
country, of the size of the Netherlands, 
instead concentrated into a single city-
state, with its more than a million inhabi-
tants that city would be large enough, a 
normal big city in the Western sense, to 
form the image of and endow its denizens 
with a clear identity even in the most 
cosmopolitan Western consciousness. Just 
like there are special dialects (I presume) 
to most big cities in the German-speaking 
countries, the city of Estonia would be 
known by its linguistic peculiarites, no 

matter that the mode of internal commu-
nication would not be a dialect of any 
major language at all but a minor lan-
guage completely in its own right. 

But since no such city exists and the 
Estonians are still largely a people of the 
marshes and forests, for one living in Es-
tonia the whole of the modern West may 
appear as a single enormous city. And 
from my perspective, taking an interest in 
Western writers, it has been more interes-
ting and easier to explore those Western 
authors who is some ways are seen as ha-
ving their roots in the country, having 
come from agrarian background and not 
wholly urbanized even when proving 
themselves in a city. It is well known that 
the American South from which William 
Faulkner and Thomas Wolfe stemmed 
was an agrarian society mostly of small 
towns, often strongly opposed to the in-
dustrialism of the North. Faulkner more 
and Wolfe less also wrote about non-ur-
ban topics. 

The closest parallel in Estonian litera-
ture to Faulkner’s and Wolfe’s major nar-
rative of a countryside lad discovering the 
benefits and vices of the city can be found 
in Estonia’s arguably most infuential no-
velist Anton Hansen Tammsaare’s penta-
logy „Truth and Justice“, actually preda-
ting the works of the Americans. Tamm-
saare (1878–1940) mainly wrote in the 
psychological realist vein with similarities 
to Dostoevsky and Knut Hamsun, but he 
was not wholly uninfluenced by literary 
modernism which he synthesized with an 
Old Testament kind of mythic outlook. 
The first and most successful part of the 
pentalogy has recently been translated 
into English by Inna Feldbach and the late 
Alan Peter Trei but is not published yet. 
Truth and Justice has been translated into 
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French and German many decades ago 
but those translations have mostly sunk 
into oblivion. However, with that work 
remaining a central symbol of Estonia’s 
conscience and consciousness, for the un-
derstanding of the small nation’s perspec-
tive and potential contributions to world 
literature, it is necessary to turn to authors 
of greater international renown who dealt 
with similar topics, which, irrespective of 
temporary trends in literature and literary 
scholarship, can prove timeless. 

Faulkner’s success lay in the bravery of 
his facing up the failure of writers against 
the essential unwordiness of the world, 
such as he experienced in New Orleans, a 
failure successfully dramatized earlier by 
such writers as George Washington Cable 
(1844–1925, author of the novel „Gran-
dissimes”) and Kate O’Flaherty Chopin 
(1851–1904, author of the short story col-
lection „Bayou Folk” and the novel „The 
Awakening”) of New Orleans; the pecu-
liar nobility of Faulkner’s failure consists 
in his losing, or apparent losing, of his 
authorial narrative voice in the centrifugal 
multiplicity of narrators, narrations, and 
perspectives. 

Thomas Wolfe, taking a more Northern 
route, was hiding the essential failure of 
verbalization in an incessant egocentric 
narrative of „me and the world”, treading 
anew the much-trodden paths of the white 
male protestant narratives of the West, 
reaching almost as far as the German li-
terary value structures and thus, against 
actual odds, always adhering to the creed 
of an existential wordiness. 

Both writers employed the opposition 
of their native agrarian South with metro-
politan centres. Faulkner’s preferences 
(including New Orleans) led him to works 
that in retrospect tie him more to Latin 

American literary traditions and deve-
lopments. Wolfe’s choice of New York and 
later, through the logic of his Northern 
orientation, of Munich, Berlin and Ham-
burg brings him closer to Middle Europe. 
The same importance that Paris had for 
modernist writers in Europe, New Orleans 
had in America. Besides Faulkner, Sher-
wood Anderson (to an extent), but espe-
cially Lillian Hellman, Robert Penn War-
ren and Tennessee Williams found inspi-
ration in „the Big Easy”. The somewhat 
later author Truman Capote was born 
there. 

NEW  OR LEA NS  A S  T HE C IT Y OF  
P R E- VERBA L G ROT ES QU E 

It was in New Orleans, the most European 
place in North America yet untouched by 
the early modernist turmoil on the surface 
of signs systems of contemporary Europe, 
that Faulkner came into a fertilizing con-
tact with the pre-logical and the pre-ver-
bal totality (with its conspicuous grotes-
que), a prerequisite of any individual 
dramatization of the master narrative of 
literary modernism. In a Bakhtinian sense, 
Faulkner turns into laughter what George 
Santayana (1863-1952) spoke about as the 
public uniformity and private anarchy in 
contemporary America. 

In today’s world, Faulkner is under-
rated in the sense of being interpreted 
mainly through the stereotypes sur-
rounding him (such as his style always 
being extra-ordinarily complex, which is 
wrong). Yet simply in the terms of the 
fame (even in the form of notoriety) of his 
name, he is overrated (probably because 
he received the Nobel prize), at the ex-
pense of writers like Thomas Wolfe with a 
simpler, less bewilderingly psychoanalytic 
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ways of sincerely discovering and map-
ping the world, and also at the expense of 
Baltic literatures whose being heavily un-
derrated in the West is a constant fact for 
people of my background. One of the rea-
sons our literatures have attracted so little 
attention may be that we, and Estonians in 
particular, are too literate a community to 
spark off exciting fictional inventions in 
the heads of our writers. Yet it is truer that 
one can never be too literate. Faulkner at 
his best is a lasting model of how one can 
modernize tradition for posterity by pier-
cing the shell-like inertia of tepid tradition 
to the hot core, the plasm-like unity of 
timeless folkloristic, oral-formulaic, pre- 
and ur-literary collective memory; yet the 
other side of the coin in this feat of his is a 
creative autism, a deafness to the intel-li-
gence in common efforts by the literate 
and the educated. It is therefore com-
mendable that the legacy of Thomas 
Wolfe’s fiction with its protagonists’ 
courtship of the emerging modernity in 
cities like New York and Munich be more 
appreciated. 
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