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The decade of the 1920s was an exciting, turbulent, and contradictory
period in American history, during which the nation felt the aftershocks of
disillusionment resulting from World War I, experienced undreamed-of
material prosperity as well as new freedoms in the moral and spiritual
spheres, and witnessed tremendous technological advances from radio
broadcasting to solo air flight across the Atlantic. In terms of its literature,
the decade was no less amazing; indeed, it was one of the most incredible in
the history of literature because of the stature of its greatest writers, the
number of major works produced, and the strong showing of all of the
genres. Many of America’s most enduring literary figures sprang into real
prominence in the 1920s, and their creations share similarities in content,
technique, imagery, and allusions. Works such as Eliot’s The Waste Land
(1922), O’Neill’s The Hairy Ape (1922) and Desire Under the Elms (1924),
Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925), and Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises
(1926) and A Farewell to Arms (1929) have long been recognized and
analyzed as classic examples of American literature of the 1920s; however,
Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury (1929), while acknowledged as one of the
greatest novels of the twentieth century, has rarely been considered in the
context of the 1920s.! Yet close examination clearly reveals that it too
manifests the characteristics closely associated with those other supreme
productions of this extraordinary decade; in addition, this approach to the
text contributes new insights into Faulkner’s brilliance in creating a sense of
reality, developing character, and obliquely criticizing the excesses of the
time.

One of the most striking characteristics of the literature of the 20s is its
dedication to innovation both in subject matter and in style, perhaps best
expressed in that cry which resounded through the artistic world of the time,
"Make it new!" A prime example of the former is the frank and daring
treatment of sexual concerns, particularly in areas which had heretofore
been considered taboo, revealing the obvious influence of Freud which
permeated the decade. It is seen in the torrid love scenes with their
Freudian overtones between Abbie and Eben in Desire Under the Elms, in
Brett Ashley’s casual and not-so-casual liaisons in The Sun Also Rises, and in
the meaningless sexual encounters and in the reference to abortion in The
Waste Land.
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