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Whether you are from a Northern or Southern family background, the stories of how the South evolved may vary, and your perception of its eloquence will differ. The social stigmas of the South drastically changed after the Civil War. However, the changes were gradual and not easily accepted, nor were the old ideals easily forgotten. In 1930, William Faulkner used pre-Civil War southern traditions to paint a vivid picture in “A Rose for Emily”. His perceptions of the romanticisms of the Old South were effectively used to draw the reader into the world of Emily Grierson.  
 
The first theme used by Faulkner in “A Rose for Emily”, racism, has always weighed heavily in most southern traditions. One of the early mayors of the town, Col. Sartoris, “fathered the edict that no Negro woman should appear on the streets without an apron” (221). This implied that they were constantly in servitude while performing work related duties. Not being allowed to mingle socially without the burden of servitude surely impressed upon the Negro a form of repression that was easily accepted by the Old Southern white folk. The main character, Emily, spoke with racial overtones when she told Tobe, her elderly Negro servant, to show the members of the Board of Alderman their way out of her house; calling Tobe by his first name portrayed him in a subordinate light (222). Other portrayals of the racial theme could be felt in the uses of the word “nigger”. The more recent mayor of the town, Judge Stevens, said “It’s probably just a snake or rat that nigger of hers killed in the yard” when speaking about Tobe (222). Homer Barron, a Yankee, frequently used the term “nigger” when referring to his construction workers (223). 
Classism during the time of the Old South is a second theme used by Faulkner in “A Rose for Emily.” Some of the first hints of social division in the story came from the details regarding Mr. Grierson and his treatment of possible suitors to Emily. The narrator commented that “we remember all the young men her father had driven away” (223). Her father denied the notion that any man in Jefferson was suitable for his daughter’s hand. The narrator also mentioned the “quality of her father which had thwarted her woman’s life so many times had been too virulent and too furious to die” (225). The values of classism imparted by Mr. Grierson continued even after his death; they affected his daughter deeply enough that she spent several decades of her life in solitude. Another portrayal of classism revolved around the aristocracy of the Grierson name. In many parts of the world, being an established and respected family garnered many benefits. The town, particularly Col. Sartoris, felt indebted to the Grierson family to such a degree that he alleviated taxes for them “into perpetuity” (221). Even the general folk of the town felt the aristocracy of the Grierson name, as they believed Emily should express “noblesse oblige”, or honorable behavior, beyond her own personal grief and turn Homer Barron away (223). They felt that she had a moral obligation to behave in such a manner befitting people of higher rank than themselves; they felt that Emily should not be courted by Homer Barron simply because he wasn’t good enough even during her times of personal grief

The last underlying theme of the Old South used by Faulkner in “A Rose for Emily” was southern chivalry. The expectations of courtesy and generosity by southern gentlemen were behavioral staples of the demeanor of the Old South. During the course of events, a foul smell ruined the air around the Grierson house. The town has their suspicions of the source of the foul smell; however, they were at odds regarding what to do about the odor. The census of the Board of Aldermen was to give her notice and allow her time to do something about the smell before they took the matter into their own hands (222). When presented with the reality of the suggestion, Judge Stevens interjected with “Dammit, sir, will you accuse a lady to her face of smelling bad?” (222) The mere thought of embarrassing a lady such as Emily was enough to rile their decision to the point that they executed a plan of skullduggery instead; sneaking about Emily’s property at night, they sprinkled lime to rid the air of the smell rather than burden a lady with the mental anguish of being confronted (222). As the story proceeded, the image of “Poor Emily” began to erode in the eyes of the towns-folk; however, the thought of her being a lady never died (223). The entire town arrived at Emily’s funeral to pay their respects (220). During that event, the men attended through “a sort of respectful affection for a fallen monument” (220). The use of the term fallen monument denoted history and tradition, as well as personal stature as if she was a goddess among mortals. One other point to be made is that some of the men wore their brushed Confederate uniforms during her funeral and spoke of Emily as if they were distinguished enough to know the pleasure of having courted her at some time in the past (226). Regardless of the horrible truths the town discovered in the upstairs bedroom after her death, the town buried a monument, fallen or not. Insightful analysis of the town’s “cover-up” of the foul odor. 

Infusing a story with different themes helps impart messages onto a reader; however, these themes are subject to the perceptions of each individual. William Faulkner used a different lens on the romanticisms of the Old South and creatively utilized them as underlying themes in “A Rose for Emily”.







