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the wild palms if i forget thee jerusalem william faulkner is a notable work
by the acclaimed American author William Faulkner, published in 1939. This
novel, often recognized for its complex narrative structure and deep
exploration of human emotions, intertwines two distinct stories that reflect
themes of love, fate, and redemption. The title itself evokes biblical
imagery, hinting at the profound spiritual and existential questions Faulkner
raises throughout the text. Understanding the historical context, narrative
techniques, and thematic concerns of the novel is essential for appreciating
its literary significance. This article delves into the critical aspects of
The Wild Palms, analyzing its plot, characters, symbolism, and its place
within Faulkner’s broader oeuvre. The discussion also includes a breakdown of
its narrative style and the implications of its dual storyline approach.
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Overview of The Wild Palms
The Wild Palms, alternatively known by its subtitle If I Forget Thee,
Jerusalem, William Faulkner’s novel comprises two interwoven narratives that
alternate chapter by chapter. These narratives, while independent in plot and
characters, are thematically connected through explorations of love,
sacrifice, and the human condition. The first story follows Harry, a man who
leaves his conventional life to live in the wilderness with a woman named
Charlotte, embracing a reckless and passionate existence. The second
narrative focuses on a medical intern in New Orleans who faces moral dilemmas
during the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927. Faulkner’s use of dual storylines
invites readers to compare and contrast the nature of human experience in
vastly different circumstances.



Plot Summary
In the “Wild Palms” storyline, Harry and Charlotte’s intense relationship
defies social norms, leading to tragic consequences. Their impulsive
decisions highlight themes of freedom, love, and self-destruction. Meanwhile,
the “Old Man” narrative centers on a doctor’s efforts to save flood victims,
emphasizing duty, resilience, and survival. The juxtaposition of these
stories creates a rich tapestry that examines the clash between individual
desires and societal expectations.

Significance of the Title
The title, “If I Forget Thee, Jerusalem,” references a biblical passage from
Psalm 137, symbolizing themes of exile, memory, and longing. Faulkner’s
choice underscores the spiritual undertones present throughout the novel,
framing the characters’ struggles within a larger existential context.

Historical and Literary Context
The Wild Palms was published during a period of significant social and
economic upheaval in America, reflecting the anxieties and transformations of
the 1930s. Faulkner wrote the novel amid the Great Depression, and the
inclusion of the 1927 Mississippi Flood situates the narrative within a real
historical disaster, adding authenticity and gravitas to the story.

Faulkner’s Literary Environment
William Faulkner was part of the Southern Renaissance, a literary movement
that sought to redefine Southern identity through complex narratives and deep
psychological insight. The Wild Palms exemplifies this movement’s
characteristics, blending modernist techniques with regional themes and
settings.

Influence of Contemporary Events
The 1927 Mississippi Flood, a catastrophic event that displaced thousands and
altered the landscape of the American South, serves as a backdrop for the
“Old Man” story. Faulkner’s depiction of this disaster highlights human
endurance and the struggle against nature’s forces, providing a historical
anchor to the novel’s fictional elements.

Narrative Structure and Style
The Wild Palms is renowned for its unique structure, alternating between two



separate stories that differ in tone, style, and pacing. This dual narrative
approach allows Faulkner to explore contrasting themes and character
experiences within a single work, enhancing the novel’s complexity and depth.

Alternating Chapters
Each chapter alternates between the “Wild Palms” and “Old Man” narratives,
creating a rhythm that challenges readers to engage with two simultaneous yet
distinct storylines. This method reflects Faulkner’s experimental approach to
storytelling and narrative fragmentation.

Stylistic Features
Faulkner employs elaborate, often stream-of-consciousness prose in the “Wild
Palms” sections, capturing the emotional intensity and inner turmoil of the
characters. In contrast, the “Old Man” chapters are more straightforward and
descriptive, emphasizing external events and factual details. This stylistic
dichotomy enhances the thematic contrasts between passion and duty, chaos and
order.

Thematic Analysis
The wild palms if i forget thee jerusalem william faulkner explores several
profound themes that resonate throughout both narrative strands. These themes
include love and sacrifice, fate and free will, and the tension between
civilization and nature.

Love and Sacrifice
Central to the novel is the exploration of love in its various
forms—passionate, self-destructive, and redemptive. Harry and Charlotte’s
relationship embodies reckless love that challenges societal norms, while the
doctor’s actions during the flood demonstrate sacrificial love grounded in
responsibility and compassion.

Fate and Free Will
The characters grapple with their choices and the consequences that follow,
raising questions about human agency versus destiny. Faulkner’s narrative
suggests that while individuals strive for control over their lives, larger
forces—whether social, natural, or spiritual—often dictate outcomes.



Civilization versus Nature
The novel contrasts the untamed wilderness embraced by Harry and Charlotte
with the urban environment and natural disaster faced by the doctor. This
juxtaposition underscores the conflict between human constructs and the
overwhelming power of the natural world.

Character Examination
Faulkner’s characters in The Wild Palms are richly developed, embodying
complex motivations and embodying the novel’s central themes. Their
interactions and personal journeys offer insight into human psychology and
social dynamics.

Harry and Charlotte
Harry is a man disillusioned with conventional life, seeking freedom through
his relationship with Charlotte. Charlotte, equally determined, challenges
traditional roles for women in the early 20th century. Together, their
passionate but destructive bond drives the narrative of the “Wild Palms”
story.

The Doctor in the Old Man Story
The doctor represents duty, moral responsibility, and resilience. His efforts
to aid flood victims highlight the capacity for human endurance and empathy
in the face of disaster. Unlike Harry and Charlotte, his story emphasizes
societal commitment over individual desire.

Symbolism and Imagery
Symbolism plays a crucial role in The Wild Palms, enhancing its thematic
depth and emotional impact. Faulkner’s use of imagery creates a vivid and
often haunting atmosphere that reflects the characters’ inner states and the
novel’s broader messages.

Wild Palms and Nature Imagery
The wild palms themselves symbolize freedom, exoticism, and the allure of the
unknown. They represent the natural world’s beauty and danger, mirroring the
tumultuous relationship between Harry and Charlotte.



Flood Imagery
The flood in the “Old Man” narrative symbolizes uncontrollable external
forces and the fragility of human life. It serves as a reminder of nature’s
dominance and the necessity of human solidarity in crisis.

Biblical References
Faulkner’s title and various allusions to biblical texts infuse the novel
with spiritual significance, framing the characters’ struggles within a
universal context of exile, redemption, and memory.

Reception and Legacy
Upon publication, The Wild Palms received mixed reviews, with some critics
praising its innovation and others finding its structure challenging. Over
time, however, it has come to be regarded as a significant work in Faulkner’s
career and American literature.

Critical Acclaim
Literary scholars have highlighted the novel’s experimental narrative
technique and its exploration of existential themes as key contributions to
modernist literature. It is studied for its complex characterization and its
bold departure from traditional storytelling.

Influence on Literature
The Wild Palms has influenced subsequent writers and remains a subject of
academic interest for its innovative form and thematic richness. Its dual
narrative structure has inspired experiments in narrative form across various
literary genres.

Enduring Themes
The novel’s exploration of love, fate, and human resilience continues to
resonate with readers, ensuring its place as a timeless work that challenges
and enriches the understanding of human experience.

Dual narrative structure alternating two distinct stories

Exploration of love, sacrifice, fate, and nature



Symbolism drawn from biblical and natural imagery

Historical backdrop of the 1927 Mississippi Flood

Complex character development and psychological depth

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of William Faulkner's 'If
I Forget Thee, Jerusalem' from The Wild Palms?
The central theme revolves around the conflict between passion and
responsibility, exploring the tension between personal desires and societal
obligations.

How does Faulkner structure the narrative in 'The
Wild Palms' and what effect does it have?
Faulkner employs a dual narrative structure, alternating between two separate
stories, including 'If I Forget Thee, Jerusalem.' This juxtaposition
highlights contrasting aspects of human experience and emphasizes themes of
love, sacrifice, and fate.

Who are the main characters in 'If I Forget Thee,
Jerusalem' and what are their roles?
The main characters are Harry and Charlotte, whose intense and tragic love
affair forms the core of the story, illustrating the complexities of passion
amidst adversity.

What is the significance of the title 'If I Forget
Thee, Jerusalem' in Faulkner's story?
The title references a biblical verse expressing devotion and remembrance,
symbolizing the characters' enduring attachment and the idea of an
unattainable ideal or paradise lost.

How does Faulkner explore the theme of imprisonment
in 'If I Forget Thee, Jerusalem'?
Imprisonment is both literal and metaphorical in the story, depicting
physical confinement and the psychological constraints imposed by love, fate,
and societal norms.



In what ways does 'If I Forget Thee, Jerusalem'
reflect Faulkner's style and literary techniques?
The story features Faulkner's characteristic complex narrative style, stream
of consciousness, rich symbolism, and non-linear timeline, creating a layered
and immersive reading experience.

What role does setting play in 'If I Forget Thee,
Jerusalem' within The Wild Palms?
The setting, often bleak and oppressive, mirrors the characters' internal
struggles and heightens the themes of despair, hope, and the search for
meaning in a hostile world.

Additional Resources
1. As I Lay Dying by William Faulkner
This novel tells the story of the Bundren family’s journey to bury their
matriarch, Addie Bundren, in her hometown. The narrative is presented through
multiple perspectives, providing a deep psychological insight into each
character. Like *If I Forget Thee, Jerusalem*, it explores themes of family,
death, and the human condition with Faulkner’s signature stream-of-
consciousness style.

2. Light in August by William Faulkner
Set in the American South, this novel examines issues of identity, race, and
belonging through the lives of several interconnected characters. The story
is rich with symbolism and explores the complexities of societal norms and
personal redemption. Faulkner’s intricate narrative structure and poetic
prose make it a compelling companion to *If I Forget Thee, Jerusalem*.

3. Absalom, Absalom! by William Faulkner
This novel delves into the rise and fall of Thomas Sutpen, a man determined
to build a dynasty in the antebellum South. Through multiple narrators,
Faulkner reveals the tragic consequences of ambition, pride, and the legacy
of slavery. It shares thematic depth and experimental narrative techniques
with *If I Forget Thee, Jerusalem*.

4. The Sound and the Fury by William Faulkner
A groundbreaking work in modernist literature, this novel portrays the
decline of the Compson family through four distinct perspectives. Faulkner’s
use of stream-of-consciousness and non-linear storytelling challenges readers
to piece together the narrative. Its exploration of memory, time, and loss
resonates with the themes in *If I Forget Thee, Jerusalem*.

5. Wild Palms by William Faulkner
This novel interweaves two separate stories, one about a love affair and the
other about a man’s descent into despair. The dual narrative structure



highlights contrasts between passion and despair, fate and free will. It
shares a thematic and stylistic kinship with *If I Forget Thee, Jerusalem*,
reflecting Faulkner’s interest in human complexity.

6. East of Eden by John Steinbeck
A sprawling family saga set in California’s Salinas Valley, this novel
explores themes of good and evil, free will, and the quest for identity.
Steinbeck’s rich character development and moral questions echo the profound
psychological and existential themes found in Faulkner’s work. It is a
classic American novel that complements the intense emotional depth of *If I
Forget Thee, Jerusalem*.

7. Beloved by Toni Morrison
This powerful novel addresses the haunting legacy of slavery through the
story of Sethe, a woman haunted by the ghost of her dead daughter. Morrison’s
lyrical prose and deep exploration of memory, trauma, and identity provide a
poignant counterpoint to Faulkner’s Southern Gothic style. Both novels
examine the burdens of history and personal suffering.

8. The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter by Carson McCullers
Set in a small Southern town, this novel focuses on a group of outcasts
seeking connection and understanding. McCullers’ empathetic portrayal of
loneliness, communication, and human fragility parallels Faulkner’s
exploration of isolation and community. The atmospheric setting and emotional
intensity make it a relevant companion to Faulkner’s work.

9. To Have and Have Not by Ernest Hemingway
This novel follows Harry Morgan, a fishing boat captain who turns to
smuggling during the Great Depression. Hemingway’s sparse, direct prose
contrasts with Faulkner’s style but shares themes of survival, moral
ambiguity, and the human struggle against external forces. It complements *If
I Forget Thee, Jerusalem* through its exploration of desperation and
resilience.
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