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About this Volume

Kathryn Stelmach Artuso

Faced with a staggering mountain of commentary dedicated to the fic-
tion of William Faulkner, critics may well wonder whether anything
new is left to be said. Yet this volume proves that close textual analysis
and theoretical applications still yield fresh insights that can be com-
municated to Faulkner’s readership. Fostering appreciation of William
Faulkner’s fiction and encouraging new scholarship, this volume seeks
to deepen readers’ comprehension of Faulkner’s daring and defamil-
iarizing narrative techniques. The thirteen essays included provide an
extensive range of critical perspectives and offer innovative insights
on perhaps the most experimental and influential American author of
the twentieth century. In this volume, relatively new voices in Faulkner
studies join the chorus of well-established scholars; European scholars
appear alongside American scholars; and various schools of criticism
blend in counterpoint and harmony.

The volume opens with a consideration of Faulkner’s career, life,
and influence, beginning with an overview of significant themes and
techniques in Faulkner’s works, paying particular attention to the cen-
tral section of Go Down, Moses (1942) as revelatory of larger themes
in Faulkner’s oeuvre. This essay is followed by a helpful biographical
sketch of Faulkner’s life by Lorie Watkins Fulton. The four critical
context essays follow and build an introductory scaffolding, ranging
broadly from cultural contextualization and critical reception and then
narrowing to comparison and close textual analysis. In “‘The Past Is
Never Dead’: Faulkner’s Relationship to Southern Culture and His-
tory,” Karen M. Andrews explores Faulkner’s fiction in relation to its
historical and cultural context, and especially regarding the legacy of
slavery and segregation in the American South. Taylor Hagood con-
quers the daunting task of navigating and summarizing the expand-
ing ocean of Faulkner criticism in the next essay entitled “William
Faulkner’s Critical Reception.” Following the contextual and reception
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essays, Doreen Fowler’s piece, “Reading Faulkner through Morrison,”
renders a comparative analysis of racial hybridity in Absalom, Absa-
lom! (1936) and Toni Morrison’s Jazz (1992) in an effort to illuminate
the enigmatic motives of Charles Bon. Focusing the critical lens on a
single text in “Misreading ‘the Other’ as a Strategy of Narrative Empa-
thy in Go Down, Moses,” Patrick E. Horn adopts a narratological and
reader-response approach to examine Faulkner’s paradoxical narrative
strategies that elicit a reader’s empathy in the face of white characters’
misrepresentations of African Americans.

Like the first four essays and the introductory piece, “On William
Faulkner,” the nine essays that follow present new scholarship and
provide a variety of critical readings that elucidate Faulkner’s chal-
lenging high modernist fiction. Perhaps it should come as no surprise
that the dialogic and intertextual nature of Faulkner’s works should
provoke a profusion of comparative analyses; in fact, five of the nine
articles in this section of critical readings place Faulkner in juxtaposi-
tion with various modern and contemporary authors. In “Faulkner the
Cannibal: Digesting Conrad,” Jacques Pothier makes a strong contri-
bution to postcolonial and global south studies when he explores two
of Faulkner’s early short stories as well as Sutpen’s Haitian experi-
ence in Absalom, Absalom! to reveal the African “Orientalism” that
Faulkner appropriated from Joseph Conrad. The profound influence
on Faulkner of James Joyce’s stream-of-consciousness technique also
comes to mind as readily as Conrad’s frame narratives—a topic ad-
dressed in “A Furious Echo: Hearing Dublin’s Joyce in Faulkner’s
Yoknapatawpha,” as Kieran Quinlan reveals the transatlantic intersec-
tions between Ireland and the American South and analyzes the tech-
nical parallels between Ulysses (1922) and The Sound and the Fury
(1929). Less recognized than Joyce and Conrad but perhaps equally
significant for Faulkner’s aesthetic development was Elizabeth Madox
Roberts, whose 1926 “plainfolk” novel, The Time of Man, demon-
strated the complexity of ostensibly provincial characters and wielded
immense influence on the verbal texture, mythical resonances, and in-
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terior monologues of As I Lay Dying (1930), as Mark Lucas relates
in his essay, “A4s I Lay Dying, The Time of Man, and the Modern Folk
Novel.”

Skipping from the 1920s to the 1980s, from Faulkner’s influences
to those influenced by Faulkner, Bryan Giemza’s essay, “‘Shall Not
the Judge of All the Earth Do Right?” William Faulkner, Cormac Mc-
Carthy, and Jurisprudence,” compares the use of specialized legal lan-
guage in the works of the two writers, especially in McCarthy’s Suttree
(1979) and Blood Meridian (1985) and Faulkner’s The Town (1957),
where the use of such legal parlance allowed the writers to investi-
gate the limits of communication and the interplay between natural law
and human law. Another contemporary writer, Randall Kenan, is jux-
taposed with Faulkner in Mary Alice Kirkpatrick’s essay, “‘Far from
Home across the Sea’: William Faulkner, Randall Kenan, and Taboo
Sexualities.” Reconsidering the traditional southern trope of “place,”
Kirkpatrick’s scrutiny of Faulkner’s short story, “Divorce in Naples,”
and Kenan’s short story, “Run, Mourner, Run,” underscores the ways
in which sites of travel and sites such as the stable “homeplace” can
both “reorient the boundaries of desire.”

If comparative analyses prove the most popular for this volume, a
close runner-up would be discussions of Faulkner’s highly acclaimed
novel Absalom, Absalom!, whose dizzying and dazzling complexity
inspired several of the contributors, including Fowler, Pothier, Norman
W. Jones, and Hans H. Skei, to tackle its challenging contours. While
I considered grouping all of these essays together, I sought intermit-
tency and variety instead, although some overlap was inevitable. In
“The Haunted House: Faulkner and the Bible,” Jones closely expli-
cates passages with biblical resonances from both Absalom, Absalom!
and The Sound and the Fury to support his claim that the Bible oper-
ates as a “ghostly presence” or “intertext” in Faulkner’s fiction, acting
in ambivalent ways as both an ancient text and as a prophetic force on
his characters and on his readership. Taking a different approach, Skei,
in his essay “‘A Summer of Wistaria’: Old Tales and Talking, Story,
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and History in Absalom, Absalom!,” revisits and seeks to clarify the
obscure web of narrative multiplicity and instability in the novel.

The last two essays demonstrate the wide-ranging and popular ap-
peal of Faulkner’s demanding and recursive works. Shifting gears
from biblical allusions and nearly impenetrable narratives to popular-
cultural references, the penultimate essay by D. Matthew Ramsey,
“Faulkner and Film: The 1950s Melodramas” discusses several film
adaptations of Faulkner’s novels, including The Tarnished Angels (di-
rected by Douglas Sirk, 1957), The Long, Hot Summer (Martin Ritt,
1958), The Sound and the Fury (Ritt, 1959), and Sanctuary (Tony
Richardson, 1961), ultimately emphasizing the ways in which these
adaptations both uphold and undermine the patriarchal family values
of the United States in the mid-twentieth century. The final essay is a
creative nonfiction piece by Amy Weldon, “Hurling Yourself against
the Beautiful: Faulkner and Creativity,” in which she draws upon her
personal experience as a writer to explore various pedagogical ap-
proaches to teaching the wildly disorienting section that represents
Benjy’s stream of consciousness in The Sound and the Fury. Including
a creative nonfiction piece is a potentially pathbreaking decision, in the
spirit of Faulkner’s own experimentation that expanded the parameters
of American literature and exploded the bounds of American literary
criticism. Even in the face of a staggering mountain of commentary,
what critics have to say about Faulkner appears to be limitless. The
depth and complexity of his works magnetizes his readership, and each
rereading brings to light new discoveries. This volume contributes to
that ongoing conversation with rigor and originality.
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On William Faulkner

Kathryn Stelmach Artuso

Discovering at the end of As I Lay Dying (1930) that Darl Bundren
served in World War I and could be experiencing post-traumatic stress
disorder, one might recall Septimus Warren Smith in Virginia Woolf’s
Mprs. Dalloway (1925), whose synesthetic capacity forms a parallel
with Darl’s own visionary abilities. In the wake of World War I, high
modernists such William Faulkner, Woolf, and James Joyce saw that
the world was irretrievably broken and fragmented and that artistic
representation needed to respond to that fragmentation in an unprec-
edented way. The long-cherished Enlightenment ideals of the goodness
of humanity, the reign of reason, and the inevitability of progress were
shattered by the mechanized slaughter and shell shock of modern war-
fare, the alienation of modern urban life, and the acquisitive mental-
ity of the capitalist marketplace. Faulkner, Woolf, and Joyce no longer
conceived of art as a mirror held up to nature that offered an accurate
and faithful reflection of reality; like the cubist painters, they instead
considered artistic representation to be a broken mirror that refracts re-
ality into a multiplicity of images.

The experimental narrative techniques of the high modernists, in-
cluding stream of consciousness, interior monologues, free indirect
discourse, elusive referents, and multiperspectivalism, have led many
critics (including Kieran Quinlan in this volume) to note that one can-
not read but only reread the high modernists. Despite the density of
modernist works, the rewards are as great as the challenges, and when
the reader is fully immersed in their intensely lyrical prose, the high
modernists make other authors start to pale in comparison. Each re-
reading brings to light new discoveries, and one rarely tires of return-
ing to texts that yield such revelations.

The revelations are many. As they seek to re-enchant a desacralized
world, Faulkner, Woolf, and Joyce often freeze the frame on moments
of epiphany, which coincide with tableau-like moments of aesthetic
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ekphrasis—verbal representations of visual representations.' The latter
portion of this essay will return to questions of epiphany and ekphrasis
in Faulkner’s Go Down, Moses, while the middle section will provide
an overview of dominant themes in several of Faulkner’s exemplary
short stories and novels. Yet when encountering Faulkner for the first
time, a bewildered reader will likely seek explanations for his disori-
enting narrative techniques. When encountering Faulkner for the first
time, a bewildered reader will likely seek explanations for his disorient-
ing narrative techniques. Unlike Joyce, whose stream-of-consciousness
technique is usually relegated to one person’s mind at a time, and unlike
Woolf, who smoothly weaves in and out of multiple minds, Faulkner
writes in a more disruptive and cacophonous way, with jarring shifts
in chronology and unexpected transitions between minds.

Faulkner’s signature style of nearly interminable sentences raises
various questions regarding his syntactic strategies, in which subordi-
nate clauses, extensive appositives, and lengthy parenthetical interjec-
tions accrue in such a fashion that one often loses sight of the original
subject of the sentence, stumbling upon elusive referents such as an
ambiguous “which” or “it” that will require a retracing of steps, some-
times to several pages previous. Consider, for example, a passage from
Quentin Compson’s section in The Sound and the Fury (1929), which
requires readers to piece together a prose puzzle:

“When he was seventeen I said to him one day ‘What a shame that
you should have a mouth like that it should be on a girl’s face’ and can
you imagine the curtains leaning in on the twilight upon the odor of the
apple tree her head against the twilight her arms behind her head kimono-
winged the voice that breathed o er eden clothes upon the bed by the nose
seen above the apple what he said? just seventeen, mind. ‘Mother’ he
said ‘it often is’.” And him sitting there in attitudes regal watching two or
three of them through his eyelashes. They gushed like swallows swoop-
ing his eyelashes. Shreve said he always had Are you going to look after
Benjy and Father
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The less you say about Benjy and Father the better when have you ever
considered them Caddy

Promise
You needn t worry about them you 're getting out in good shape

Promise I'm sick you’ll have to promise wondered who invented that
joke but then he always had considered Mrs Bland a remarkably preserved
woman he said she was grooming Gerald to seduce a duchess sometime.
(67, bolded emphasis added)

Embedded within the joke about Gerald’s women and Shreve’s humor-
ous commentary is Quentin’s flashback in italics to his memory of a
conversation with Caddy, who is pregnant and getting ready to marry
a man who is not the father of her child. The duality of dialogue and
memory work together on multiple levels, as the external comedy and
internal tragedy intermingle, revealing and indicting the sexual double
standard for men and women in the South, even as the Edenic imagery
underscores Caddy’s fall from innocence. The humor seems to pre-
dominate until one remembers that this double standard is no amus-
ing game for Quentin, who internalizes all of it in a deadly serious
fashion, and who will not live beyond the end of the day. As Quentin’s
consciousness grows increasingly unhinged, the reader struggles to
piece together and retrace the relationships between subject and object,
cause and effect, Caddy’s actions and their consequences.

In contrast to Quentin’s hypotactic style—which is also Faulkner’s
signature style—Benjy’s section of the novel is paratactic in nature:
“Steam came off of Roskus. He was sitting in front of the stove. The
oven door was open and Roskus had his feet in it. Steam came off the
bowl. Caddy put the spoon into my mouth easy. There was a black spot
on the inside of the bowl” (45). Like an Ernest Hemingway hero who
lives a simple, straightforward life, Benjy is a perfect spectator and ob-
server of actions (“He tells us what happened, but not why,” according to
Faulkner), often observing his hands as indicating actors, but without a
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coordinating consciousness.? Ironically revealing the pathological na-
ture of Hemingway’s minimalist style, Faulkner displays its extreme
objectivity and hyperrepetitiveness in a mentally challenged person.

In the wake of a disenchanted modernity, where the Enlightenment
ideals may be fractured beyond repair, both Faulkner and Hemingway
call into question direct cause-effect relationships, but the two authors
present divergent techniques for subverting causality. Hemingway’s
terse, declarative, and paratactic style relies primarily on the coordi-
nating conjunction “and”; rarely, if ever, does he link his sentences
with a subordinating conjunction such as “because.” Faulkner instead
often separates the subject so far from the predicate, referent, or ob-
ject that it becomes difficult to trace back to the original cause of the
sentence. In “The Bear,” Faulkner composed a six-page, nearly 1800-
word sentence—one of the longest in all literature—that seeks to en-
compass the entire history and tragedy of the South in its relation to
God’s providence and design, though it proves highly unlikely that
readers are convinced of the causal connection between God’s design
and southern history by the time the end of the sentence is reached.
Faulkner’s obscurantist techniques extend to the very subjects of his
books: Caddy Compson, Addie Bundren, and Thomas Sutpen remain
enigmatic figures who unsettle every attempt at analysis of character
and comprehension of motivation. Faulkner’s complex prose style
circles endlessly about these inexplicable figures, never quite piercing
to the heart of the matter, never quite giving readers the answers they
want or allowing them to comprehend their pervasive mystery.

For first-time readers of Faulkner, his frequently anthologized short sto-
ries “A Rose for Emily” and “Barn Burning” are valuable places to start,
as they encapsulate several of his reigning themes, particularly the con-
cern with time and change, initiation and maturation, and ceremony and
violence. Throughout his fiction, Faulkner continually emphasizes that
linearity and chronology are human constructs, and he establishes two
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contrasting visions of time and memory at the conclusion of “A Rose
for Emily,” first comparing the past to an unspoiled, eternal meadow:
“The very old men—some in their brushed Confederate uniforms—on
the porch and the lawn, [were] talking of Miss Emily as if she had been
a contemporary of theirs, believing that they had danced with her and
courted her perhaps, confusing time with its mathematical progression,
as the old do, to whom all the past is not a diminishing road but, in-
stead, a huge meadow which no winter ever quite touches, divided from
them now by the narrow bottle-neck of the most recent decade of years”
(129). This comforting, nostalgic image is immediately juxtaposed
with the shocking revelation that Miss Emily had been sleeping with
the corpse of Homer Barron, suggesting an alternative obsession with
the past, one that evinces a pathological morbidity. Throughout his oeu-
vre, Faulkner persistently tackles the South’s various representations
and misrepresentations of the past, undermining both the rosy nostalgia
of the “moonlight and magnolias” myth and the unhealthy obsession
with the corpse of the Lost Cause.

“Barn Burning” extends the theme of ambiguous misrepresentations
of the past when Sarty Snopes betrays his father as a criminal, even as
he seeks to create a more honorable image of him in his imagination:
“My father, he thought. ‘He was brave!’ he cried suddenly, aloud but
not loud, no more than a whisper: ‘He was! He was in the war! He was
in Colonel Sartoris’ cav’ry!” not knowing that his father had gone to
that war a private in the fine old European sense, wearing no uniform,
admitting the authority of and giving fidelity to no man or army or flag,
going to war as Malbrouck himself did: for booty” (24-25). Refusing
to collude with the sins of his father, Sarty instead invents an admirable
image that he can emulate as he embarks on a new stage of maturation,
free from the cold fury and implacable stiffness of his father: “He was
a little stiff, but walking would cure that too as it would the cold, and
soon there would be the sun. He went on down the hill, toward the dark
woods within which the liquid silver voices of the birds called unceas-
ing—the rapid and urgent beating of the urgent and quiring heart of
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the late spring night. He did not look back” (25). Though the themes
of initiation and ceremonial violence predominate in Faulkner’s fic-
tion, such optimistic imagery of springtime’s renewal and the forward
momentum of maturation rarely reappears and is often undermined by
the blighted coming of age experienced by characters such as Quentin
Compson and Darl Bundren.

Like Sarty Snopes, Quentin in The Sound and the Fury seeks a val-
iant role model and he attempts to script himself according to his grand-
father’s example, believing that his grandfather represents a noble, he-
roic age with a moral code, a code that no longer seems attainable in
the modern world. He would rather join his grandfather, even it means
death: “I thought of death as a man something like Grandfather a friend
of his . . . I always thought of them as being together somewhere all the
time waiting for old Colonel Sartoris to come down and sit with them .
.. Grandfather wore his uniform and we could hear the murmur of their
voices from beyond the cedars they were always talking and grandfa-
ther was always right” (111). Refusing to succumb to his father’s world-
weary cynicism and nihilistic philosophies, Quentin can be viewed as a
representative of the Old South, who is clinging desperately to outdated
models of aristocratic chivalry, all the while failing to realize that the
Old South was no great bastion of idealism. When Caddy loses her vir-
ginity, Quentin’s father tells him that he is experiencing a temporary
state of pain and that time will heal all wounds, but Quentin wants the
immediacy of the pain his sister has caused him never to fade away (48,
112—13). If sorrow and loss do in fact fade with time, as symbolized by
the fading of the honeysuckle, then Quentin feels that his father’s nihil-
istic philosophies have won the debate, and he refuses to let his father
have the last word. Because Quentin freezes the frame on one moment
of his life and suspends it there in an apotheosis, his suicide becomes an
immobile tableau, one that perhaps challenges the redemptive stasis of
moments of epiphany and revelation espoused by Joyce and Woolf.

The famous ambiguity of the conclusion of The Sound and the Fury
expands the questions of time and stasis to eschatological proportions,
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embracing the entire sweep of human history and eternity. The Eas-
ter sermon at the African American church encompasses the Paschal
mystery of the journey from death to rebirth, moving from Christ’s in-
carnation to his crucifixion, resurrection, and second coming. Like the
conclusion of Flannery O’Connor’s short story “Revelation,” the Easter
sermon overturns all social hierarchies of class, caste, and status, as it
reveals that “the last will be first, and the first will be last” (Matt. 20:16,
NIV), according to an eternal perspective. Such a regenerative reconfig-
uration that includes African Americans, the poverty-stricken, and the
disabled is immediately undermined by Faulkner’s conclusion, when
Benjy’s panic attack is triggered by the displacement of his regularly
ordered vision. Whether the sermon represents Babel’s fragmentation
of tongues or Pentecost’s linguistic reunification is still up for debate,
and whether the Christian theology of redemption or Mr. Compson’s
philosophy of nihilism emerges victorious in the end remains for the
reader to decide.

In contrast to The Sound and the Fury, which he called his “most
splendid failure,” Faulkner dubbed As I Lay Dying his most perfect
book: “I set out deliberately to write a tour-de-force. Before I ever put
pen to paper and set down the first word, I knew what the last word
would be and almost where the last period would fall.””® Faulkner wrote
this novel in six weeks on an overturned wheelbarrow while working
a night shift in the power plant at the University of Mississippi. The
novel’s fifty-nine separate interior monologues demonstrate a mosaic
of multiple perspectives, and Faulkner refuses to privilege any single
voice as the authoritative one. The cacophony of multiple perspectives
in endless regress reaches fever pitch in Absalom, Absalom! (1936),
widely considered to be the South’s masterpiece. As Quentin Compson
and his Harvard roommate Shreve McCannon imaginatively attempt
to reassemble the splintered puzzle of Thomas Sutpen’s failed dynasty,
the reader enters a dizzying tailspin of obscurity and narrative instabil-
ity. The entire history and tragedy of the South are ultimately reflected
in Sutpen’s own life: turned away from the plantation door because of
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his lower class status, Sutpen reiterates the same tragedy of hierarchies
when he later turns away his own son, this time for racial reasons.

The representations of patriarchal authority, with its concomitant abuses
and inevitable demolition, perhaps reach the fullest expression in Go
Down, Moses (1942), which, despite Faulkner’s protestations to the
contrary, qualifies as an interrelated short-story cycle rather than a nov-
el.* Heavily influenced by Joyce’s experimental narrative techniques,
Faulkner’s epiphanic moments in “The Bear” are also indebted to Sig-
mund Freud’s Totem und Tabu (1913; Totem and Taboo, 1918), which
was translated into English and published by Woolf’s Hogarth Press. Ac-
cording to Freud, the symbol of a tribe is a totemic animal, which rep-
resents not only the tribe’s ruling patriarch but also his bloody demise.
Comparing primitive society to a primal horde dominated by a single
ruthless male figure, Freud postulates that this ruling man enjoyed the
sexual privileges of all the women in his clan, including his own daugh-
ters (Totem 208, 233). When Isaac McCaslin discovers in the plantation
ledgers that his grandfather had slept not only with his slave but also
with his own daughter, his horror regarding the violation of the incest
taboo leads him to renounce all claims to his property and inheritance.’
In his myth of the origin of human culture, which also explains the
origins of the incest taboo, Freud imagines that two brothers, jealous
of their father’s exploits, killed and devoured their father, a profane
yet sacred act that Freud considered to be humanity’s earliest festi-
val and the beginning of social organization and religion (7otem 234).
This mythical subtext surfaces in Faulkner’s “The Bear,” in which the
bear is the central totemic figure around which the group of men co-
alesces until they succeed in killing him in a ritualistic fashion, a ritual
meant to signify the death of patriarchal rule in the Old South.® The
wise Chickasaw, Sam Fathers, and his idealistic apprentice, Isaac Mc-
Caslin, are direct patrilineal descendants of the original patriarchs who
ruthlessly dominated the region, and the nonprogenitive wane of the
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two protagonists—one to his literal death—follows closely upon the
demise of the bear.

Like a totemic emblem, Old Ben “had earned for himself a name,
a definite designation like a living man” (185). The first time that an
overly eager Isaac hears Old Ben passing by, leaving in his wake a
trail of abject dogs, Sam says, “He dont care no more for bears than he
does for dogs or men neither. He come to see who’s here, who’s new in
camp this year, whether he can shoot or not, can stay or not. Whether
we got the dog yet that can bay and hold him until a man gets there
with a gun. Because he's the head bear. He's the man” (190, emphasis
added). This echoes a passage in “The Old People,” which describes
Sam’s father, Ikkemotubbe, who is nicknamed Du Homme (Doom), or
The Man. Doom’s merciless behavior includes poisoning puppies and
poisoning a rival’s son in order to gain accession as ruler of the tribe,
followed by the sale of his own son, Sam Fathers, to Isaac’s grandfa-
ther, Carothers McCaslin—who is often named “old” Carothers, much
like “Old” Ben (160). Carothers McCaslin is just as ruthless as Doom,
if not more so, and the implicit parallels drawn between Ikkemotubbe,
old Carothers, and Old Ben suggest the end of an era dominated by
primal fathers.

Encountering Old Ben with a courageous feist who brings the bear to
bay, Isaac experiences a moment of “familiarity”—a familial relation-
ship with a larger-than-life ancestor: “When he overtook and grasped
the shrill, frantically pinwheeling little dog, it seemed to him that he
was directly under the bear. He could smell it, strong and hot and rank.
Sprawling, he looked up where it loomed and towered over him like a
thunderclap. It was quite familiar, until he remembered: this was the
way he had used to dream about it” (203, emphasis added). While Sam
is the “direct son not only of a warrior but of a chief” (161) and Isaac
is the grandson of the powerful white patriarch, the job of killing the
bear falls to Boon Hogganbeck, who embodies a hybrid blend of vari-
ous ethnic identities, underscoring the South’s movement away from
paternalistic supremacy and toward a new intercultural dynamic.”

On William Faulkner 11



Though his story fails to exhibit an exact one-to-one correspondence
with Freud’s theories, Faulkner nonetheless relies on various anthropo-
logical resonances, which continue into the fourth section of the story,
where themes of sacrifice and sovereignty evoke various theories of gift-
giving rituals. In Formes élementaires de la vie religieuse (1915; The
Elementary Forms of the Religious Life, 1965), the French sociologist
Emile Durkheim argues that religious belief'is the glue of societal collec-
tive consciousness and that totemism is the elementary form of religious
belief. Durkheim’s nephew Marcel Mauss and his eccentric compatriot
Georges Bataille researched the ritual known as the potlatch performed
by American Indians in the Pacific Northwest, where the sovereign in-
dividual or chief would engage in lavish displays of gift-giving, perhaps
designed to humiliate the opposing tribe. The sovereign individual, in
Bataille’s terms, is the one who embodies “life beyond utility” (198) and
who can squander everything without a thought for reciprocation, blur-
ring boundaries and creating room for aesthetic play and imaginative
exuberance in an anomic world significantly bereft of such capacities.

Following the tutelage of Sam Fathers, Isaac becomes Bataille’s sov-
ereign individual because he sacrifices everything he owns without a
thought for reciprocation when he relinquishes all claims to his inheri-
tance in the late 1880s. He contends that God has called humans to be
stewards of the land, and that humans are cursed because they have in-
sisted on owning property—both land and slaves. Isaac’s unswerving
commitment to the pivotal moment of his life, in which he repudiates his
landownership during a noteworthy discussion of John Keats’s ekphras-
tic poem, “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” appears to uphold Alain Badiou’s
concept of the Event as a rupture that then requires relentless fidelity to
the subjective truth that has emerged (42—43). Although numerous liter-
ary critics deride Isaac as a hero manqué, viewing his penitential gen-
erosity as overly idealistic, naive, and useless, his sacrificial epiphany
nonetheless corresponds to the nonutilitarian extravagance of artistic
creation, remaining as beautiful as a work of art freely produced in a mo-
ment of imaginative exuberance.® Art and religion may be antiutilitarian,
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according to Faulkner, but they provide the primary forms that give
meaning to people’s lives.

Extending these themes, Faulkner draws parallels between the sacri-
ficial moments of epiphany and ekphrasis during Cass and Isaac’s dis-
cussion of Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn.”” The figures on the urn are
frozen in time, just as Sam and Isaac experienced the old “heart’s truth”
that surpasses mutability and that encompasses “courage and honor
and pride, and pity and love of justice and of liberty. They all touch the
heart, and what the heart holds to becomes truth, as far as we know
truth” (249, 284).'° Cass interprets Isaac and Sam’s inability to kill the
bear as an example of the timeless transcendence of art, but Isaac’s
renunciation of his heritage instead ironizes that earlier epiphanic mo-
ment, casting it as an inability to break free of the stifling constraints of
the towering father figure. When Isaac finally rejects his claims to the
land, this is the sacrificial act that merges the true and the beautiful as
it transcends utility, just as the sacrificial scene on the urn reveals art to
be a form of nonutilitarian excess. Although Cass quotes from the sec-
ond stanza of Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” which exalts the ageless
permanence of the immobile lovers (“She cannot fade, though thou
hast not thy bliss / Forever wilt thou love, and she be fair”), the dis-
cussion regarding Isaac’s expiation, coupled with the ritual killing of
Old Ben, instead summons to mind the fourth stanza of the “Ode on a
Grecian Urn,” which describes the unknowable mystery of sacrifice."

In her detailed explication of the fourth stanza of Keats’s “Ode on
a Grecian Urn,” Helen Vendler rightly notes that “once we pass (as
museum visitors) beyond a wish for the explanatory factual truths of
historical or cultural captions, and beyond the narcissistic stage of be-
ing interested only in ‘lyric’ art which we can see as a reflection of
something in ourselves, we can confront art as it is in itself, in its ul-
timate formal anonymity and otherness” (123-24). The alien nature
and complete alterity of Isaac’s sacrifice puzzles literary critics, who
often demand from Isaac a Calvinist cost-benefit calculus, or at least
an entrance into a more active, useful life. Yet there will be no return
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for Isaac’s generous expenditure, and in the spirit of true gift-giving,
the reader and the critic are humiliated as recipients, insisting that
something else must be done to repay the debt."” Or, in the case of
Faulkner’s recursive, obscurantist techniques, we demand that some-
thing else must be explained—if not by Faulkner, then by ourselves.
Thus, Isaac’s generosity forms a parallel with Faulkner’s own artistic
gift, a stream of consciousness that embodies the lavish potlatch of
literary modernism—the “extravagant display of the artistic word.”!3
Such extravagance leaves us bewildered and bemused, exasperated
and exhilarated, but with each rereading we encounter new questions,
new enigmas, and new revelations that richly reward—even when we
fail to penetrate to the heart of the mystery, even as we confront the
ultimate alterity of Faulkner’s artistic gift.

1. The affinities between the moments of spiritual epiphany and the moments of
aesthetic ekphrasis in the works of Joyce, Woolf, and Faulkner reveal art and
religion to be corresponding and synthesizing forces with the power to revivify
a disenchanted world. This process often occurs when characters appear to enter
a tableau vivant that paradoxically freezes the frame on their moments of revela-
tion. Woolf’s epiphanic “moments of being,” for example, arise in the midst of
sacrificial displays of generosity, fusing motion with stasis at the height of ener-
getic expenditure. The fiction of Joyce, which Woolf both admired and ridiculed,
also reveals the inextricability of secular and sacred themes, underscoring the
difficulties in sustaining the Enlightenment thesis of inevitable secularization.
The blurred boundary between the secular and the sacred perhaps applies most
readily to Joyce, who has no trouble conceiving of himself as a “pagan priest”
who transubstantiates life into art, “a priest of eternal imagination, transmuting
the daily bread of experience into the radiant body of everliving life”—a process
most clearly typified in the ekphrastic tableau of Stephen’s “bird-girl” epiphany,
which merges Stephen’s oscillation between sensuality and spirituality into an
aesthetic synthesis (Portrait 221). Even as he escaped to the continent and at-
tempted to fly past the Irish “nets” of religion, nationalism, and language, Joyce
never completely cast off this triad and instead spent most of his life wrestling
with the very issues he wanted to avoid and paying in his person the very debts
he did not want to pay—much like Faulkner on his tiny “postage stamp of native
soil” (Faulkner, “Interview” 255).

2. See Faulkner, “Interview” 245.
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3. The quotation about his “most splendid failure” comes from Gwynn and Blot-
ner’s Faulkner in the University (77), while the longer quotation comes from
Faulkner’s “Introduction for 7he Sound and the Fury” (226).

4. Novels, as Faulkner knew full well, are easier to sell than short stories. Nonethe-
less, the generic indeterminacy of Faulkner’s short-story cycle allows the hy-
bridity of the form to intersect with thematic questions of interracial hybridity.

5. For an influential psychoanalytic study of Faulkner’s fiction, especially of Ab-
salom, Absalom! and The Sound and the Fury, see Irwin, who views incest as
a symbol “of the state of the South after the Civil War . . . of a region turned in
upon itself” (59). Polk also addresses various Oedipal conflicts in Faulkner’s fic-
tion (Children 22-98). In Faulkner and the Politics of Reading, Zender charts the
evolution of the incest motif in Faulkner’s works as a movement away from the
South’s patriarchal chauvinism—as represented in the father-daughter incest of
Carothers McCaslin and Tomasina—to the egalitarian ideals of the early 1940s—
as represented by the brother-sister incest of Roth and his lover (xiv, 23-25).

6. 1In Faulkner: The Return of the Repressed, Fowler also views the bear as a “fa-
therhead” figure, but focuses primarily on a Lacanian interpretation of the story,
reading Isaac’s “renunciation of his patrimony, which was prefigured by his re-
fusal to kill the old bear, Old Ben, as a figuration of his renunciation of the
missing phallus, the object of desire. While Ike submits to the Law of the Father
... he also finds in the wilderness a substitute for the forbidden maternal rela-
tion” (xviii). In contrast, Davis interprets Old Ben as an “extensive use of the
Negro as an abstraction,” who “cannot be fully comprehended” and “is finally
disembodied from the reality of ordinary human life” (Faulkner’s “Negro” 246),
though she revises her views in her later work, Games of Property. Brivic con-
curs with Davis’s earlier reading of Go Down, Moses (Tears 44). For an early
consideration of Old Ben as a totemic animal who symbolizes the wilderness,
see Lydenberg (160—67). See also Kerr, who regards the snake at the end of “The
Bear” as representative of old Carothers (189).

7. Boon, however, is not the best representative of this new intercultural dynam-
ic, a dynamic that is better expressed by the unnamed woman who visits Isaac
in “Delta Autumn” and poignantly reminds him that love can transcend racial
boundaries.

8. The critics who disparage Isaac’s penitential act are too multitudinous to list, but
Brooks in Yoknapatawpha County (272-74) and Sundquist (138-39, 151-52)
present prototypical discussions of Isaac’s ethical failures as an antihero.

9. On classical tropes in “The Bear,” particularly ekphrasis and appellation, see
Millichap (95-112). He defines ekphrasis as “an extended literary description
of some aspect of nature or of art” (33), whereas I am following Heffernan’s
narrower definition of ekphrasis as a “verbal representation of visual representa-
tion” (2-3). See also Brooks’s famous explication of Keats’s poem in The Well
Wrought Urn (151-66), as well as Gelfant’s and O’Shea’s analyses of Faulkner’s
intertextual allusions to Keats. O’Shea attributes Isaac’s ethical failures to his
desire to enter the static, unchanging world of art (95).
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10. Various examples of the pictorial and ekphrastic motifs emerge throughout the
story: the hunt “was like the last act on a set stage” (216), which showcased the
“pageant-rite of the old bear’s furious immortality” (186). When Boon kills Old
Ben, “they almost resembled a piece of statuary: the clinging dog, the bear, the
man stride its back, working and probing the buried blade” (231).

11. The Keatsian lines quoted by Cass ironically prefigure Isaac’s later marital
troubles, even as they reflect back upon the theme of incest and of the jealous
rivalry between father and son. Keats’s fourth stanza of “Ode on a Grecian Urn”
explores the “limits of representational art,” as Vendler notes (122):

Who are these coming to the sacrifice?

To what green altar, O mysterious priest,

Lead’st thou that heifer lowing at the skies,

And all her silken flanks with garlands drest?

What little town by river or sea shore,

Or mountain-built with peaceful citadel,

Is emptied of its folk, this pious morn?

And, little town, thy streets for evermore

Will silent be; and not a soul to tell

Why thou art desolate, can e’er return. (lines 31-40)

12.  The conclusion of “Delta Autumn,” as many critics have noted, calls into ques-
tion Isaac’s ostensibly noble process of purification and penance. Nonetheless,
Isaac tells Cass that “I have got myself to have to live with for the rest of my
life and all I want is peace to do it in” (Go Down, Moses 275). When asked by
a student at the University of Virginia if he thought Ike McCaslin “fulfilled his
destiny,” Faulkner replied, “I do, yes. They didn’t give him success but they gave
him something a lot more important, even in this country. They gave him seren-
ity, they gave him what would pass for wisdom—I mean wisdom as contradis-
tinct from the schoolman’s wisdom of education. They gave him that” (Gwynn,
“Faulkner’s Commentary” 113).

13. Vincent Pecora draws upon Durkheim, Bataille, and the anthropological under-
belly of modernity to argue that literary modernism’s “extravagant displays of
the artistic word” parallel the nostalgia for a precapitalistic enchanted economy
in which excessive, sacrificial expenditure—a symbolic exchange without pro-
duction—represented a noble gesture that modernism adopted to oppose to the
narrow utilitarianism of a Calvinist marketplace (Households xi).
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Biography of William Faulkner
Lorie Watkins Fulton

Although William Faulkner claimed that his “ancestors came from In-
verness, Scotland” and that the “principal family lines were Falconer,
Murray, McAlpine, and Cameron,” there “were more versions of the
Falkner origins than the number of families Faulkner himself settled
on” (Blotner 3, 4). Eventually, Faulkner’s great-grandfather settled in
what would later become Tippah County, Mississippi, and lived there
for “the rest of his life, siring one of the most unusual southern families
ever to be produced in that state and becoming, himself, the inspiration
for one of the most extreme, most influential, most amazing legends
to emerge from the nineteenth century South” (Duclos 16). This is the
legend that Faulkner inherited and, to be sure, incorporated into his
fiction. More commonly referred to as “the Old Colonel,” Faulkner’s
great-grandfather, William C. Falkner, serves as the prototype for Col-
onel John Sartoris in Flags in the Dust (1929, as Sartoris) and The
Unvanquished (1938), and Donald Philip Duclos notes that “the entire
Sartoris family have their counterparts in the Faulkner family with but
little attempt made to disguise them” (6). The old colonel’s Civil War
exploits and literary successes influenced Faulkner from an early age:
Duclos writes that like “Gail Hightower, in Light in August, William
Faulkner too ‘had grown up with a ghost’” (5). When asked what he
wanted to be when he grew up, Faulkner told Miss Eades, his third-
grade teacher, “I want to be a writer like my great-granddaddy” (Blot-
ner 105). Become a writer he did. Faulkner went on to spend almost
thirty years writing fiction set primarily in his native state.

Faulkner’s success, however, did not always seem so assured. A
high school dropout, he tried to enlist in the US Army for service in
World War I after his childhood sweetheart, Estelle Oldham, married
another man. The Army rejected Faulkner, but determined to join the
war effort, he finally enlisted as a cadet in the Canadian Royal Air
Force. The war ended before he saw active duty, although Faulkner
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sometimes allowed people to assume that he suffered injuries in com-
bat that resulted in a limp and a steel plate being placed in his head. In
1918, Faulkner returned to Oxford and soon enrolled in the Univer-
sity of Mississippi as a war veteran. On campus, Faulkner continued
to write poetry, helped found a dramatic club called the Marionettes,
wrote material for the club, and submitted artwork, fiction, and poetry
to the school yearbook.

Faulkner left the University of Mississippi after three terms and took
a series of odd jobs, including becoming postmaster for the university
post office and leading the local troop of Boy Scouts. With the help of
friend Phil Stone, Faulkner did secure a contract with the Four Seas
Company to publish a book of poetry, The Marble Faun, in 1924, but
that same year the post office dismissed Faulkner because of charges
of negligence brought by the postal inspector, and the Boy Scouts dis-
charged him for “moral reasons,” presumably related to alcohol. A fail-
ure by the standards of most Oxford citizens, Faulkner fortuitously left
town for New Orleans with plans to sail for Europe in 1925. In New
Orleans, Faulkner befriended Sherwood Anderson, a fellow modern-
ist, who gave Faulkner entrée into the town’s literary milieu and later
changed the course of Faulkner’s career by suggesting that Faulkner
write about the material he knew best, the people of Oxford. During
this period, Faulkner turned from poetry to fiction. He also began to
write for the New Orleans 7imes-Picayune, and, after Faulkner re-
turned from Europe, Boni and Liveright published his first two novels.
Soldiers’ Pay (1926) is a novel born of Faulkner’s war experience, and
Mosquitoes (1927) draws from his experience with the New Orleans
literary scene. In his third novel, Faulkner took Anderson’s advice and
began writing tales of his apocryphal town of Jefferson, fictionally
located in Yoknapatawpha County, Mississippi. Jefferson is a thinly
veiled version of Faulkner’s hometown, Oxford, located in Lafayette
County. Faulkner said that in writing Sartoris he realized “my own
little postage stamp of native soil was worth writing about and that
I would never live long enough to exhaust it, and by sublimating the
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actual into apocryphal I would have complete liberty to use whatever
talent I might have to its absolute top” (Lion in the Garden 255).

In 1929, Faulkner returned to Oxford and married his childhood
sweetheart, Estelle, after she divorced Cornell Franklin. Faulkner, Es-
telle, and her children from the previous marriage (Malcolm and Vic-
toria) lived in Oxford, and Faulkner continued to take jobs and write
profitable short stories that allowed him time to work on his long (and
still unprofitable) fiction. With a family to provide for, money became
Faulkner’s primary concern, especially given his 1930 purchase of
the dilapidated antebellum home that he later christened Rowan Oak.
Moreover, the Faulkners attempted to begin a family of their own, but
the couple’s first child, Alabama, died shortly after her premature birth
in January of 1931. Nevertheless, these years proved extraordinarily
productive as Faulkner quickly published four volumes, including the
Compson family saga titled The Sound and the Fury in 1929, the story
of the Bundren family’s tragicomic attempt to bury the family matri-
arch in As I Lay Dying in 1930, and the scandalous tale of violent crime
and bootlegging in Sanctuary in 1931. Faulkner also published a col-
lection of short stories, These Thirteen, in 1931, but his bills continued
to outpace the proceeds of his literary production, so in 1932, he went
to Hollywood to write for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM).

During his several stints in Hollywood, Faulkner received on-screen
credit for six screenplays, one of which, Today We Live, was based on
his own short story “Turnabout.” Although the work took time away
from what Faulkner thought of as his serious work, the early years in
Hollywood were extremely productive. Faulkner published his first
novel dealing directly with race, Light in August, in 1932; his last vol-
ume of poetry, 4 Green Bough, in 1933; another collection of short sto-
ries, Doctor Martino, and Other Stories, in 1934; an aviation novel set
primarily in New Orleans, Pylon, in 1935; and the novel that many crit-
ics consider his best, Absalom, Absalom!, in 1936. His personal life also
changed significantly during these years. In June of 1933, Estelle gave
birth to Faulkner’s only surviving child, his daughter, Jill. Faulkner’s
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familial financial obligations expanded again in 1936 when his brother
Dean died in a plane crash. Faulkner took on the role of surrogate fa-
ther to his niece, also named Dean. Faulkner’s life also changed dra-
matically outside the realm of family during this period. In December
of 1934, he met Howard Hawks’s secretary, Meta Dougherty Carpen-
ter, a young divorcée from Mississippi. Faulkner soon began the first of
his several affairs with younger women when he became involved with
Carpenter, and he also struggled with alcohol abuse during these stress-
ful years. In January of 1936, he first checked in to Wright’s Sanato-
rium, a nursing facility in Byhalia, Mississippi, and it proved to be the
first of many stays required to recover from alcoholic binges.

With the publication of The Unvanquished, a volume that contained
many of Faulkner’s stories about Bayard Sartoris reworked into novel
form, and MGM’s subsequent purchase of the screen rights, Faulkner
finally secured much-needed revenue in 1938. The profits bought him
time to write exclusively, and the next year, Faulkner published one of
his most unusual works, The Wild Palms (later reissued with Faulkner’s
original title, If' I Forget Thee, Jerusalem). The book interweaves two
distinctly separate narratives in “The Wild Palms” and “Old Man” sec-
tions of the text. In Faulkner in the University (1959), Faulkner says
that he wrote “Old Man” as a thematic “counterpoint” to “The Wild
Palms” (171). The first installment of the Snopes trilogy, The Ham-
let, appeared in 1940, and in 1942, Faulkner published Go Down, Mo-
ses, and Other Stories (later versions dropped the phrase “and Other
Stories” at Faulkner’s insistence that the book was a novel). Faulkner
dedicated Go Down, Moses, his second major exploration of race, to
his former caretaker, Caroline Barr, who died in 1940. Deeply in debt
by July of 1942, Faulkner headed back to Hollywood in hopes of be-
coming solvent.

In 1946, Viking Press published The Portable Faulkner, a represen-
tative collection of Faulkner’s work, and Faulkner soon became more
than merely solvent. Often credited with rescuing Faulkner’s dwin-
dling reputation, Malcolm Cowley, the volume’s editor, helped bring
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the significant attention Faulkner already enjoyed abroad to bear in the
author’s home country. Financial stability followed critical recogni-
tion when, two years later, Faulkner published Intruder in the Dust, a
coming-of-age mystery that features Chick Mallison’s growing racial
awareness via his relationship with Lucas Beauchamp. MGM quickly
purchased the movie rights for $50,000, and Faulkner finally achieved
some measure of financial independence. Faulkner followed Intruder
in the Dust with a collection of mystery stories, Knight’s Gambit, in
1949, and in 1950, the Collected Stories of William Faulkner appeared.
The pinnacle of this period of success came later that same year when
he received the Nobel Prize in Literature.

After winning the Nobel Prize, Faulkner turned his attention to dif-
ferent venues. He went to New York to work on a stage version of
Requiem for a Nun in 1951, and Random House published the novel
that same year. Most significantly, though, the notoriously reclusive
Faulkner embarked on a startlingly public period of political activ-
ity during this period, lecturing about race relations and civil rights at
home and abroad as an ambassador for the State Department. In keep-
ing with this political mind-set, in 1954, Faulkner finally published the
book he had worked on for years, 4 Fable. Set during Easter week of
1918, the overtly political novel depicts a mutiny of sorts that results
when a corporal in the French army and twelve of his men organize a
cease-fire by persuading soldiers on both sides of the conflict to simply
lay down their guns. The novel later won both a National Book Award
and a Pulitzer Prize.

Although the early 1950s brought acclaim and an unprecedented
measure of literary success, they were not happy years for Faulkner.
He and Estelle both drank heavily, and Faulkner pursued additional
affairs with younger women, including Jean Stein and Joan Williams.
However, Faulkner entered into seemingly the most satisfying years
of his life during the second half of this decade. A series of events
were key to his peace: in 1954, his daughter, Jill, married Paul D. Sum-
mers Jr. and moved to Charlottesville, Virginia. Jill soon gave birth to
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Faulkner’s grandson, Paul D. Summers III, in 1956 (and two more
sons in 1958 and 1961), and Faulkner took a position as writer-in-
residence at the University of Virginia, in part to be closer to his daugh-
ter and her growing family. During the next two years Faulkner would
appear before classes to talk about his fiction and various other topics.
The record of these meetings, published as Faulkner in the University,
shows that the classroom suited Faulkner. He settled into a routine of
speaking and writing, and these years saw the publication of a volume
of hunting stories, Big Woods (1955), and the second and third vol-
umes of the Snopes trilogy, The Town (1957) and The Mansion (1959).
Faulkner’s planned move to Virginia, interrupted only by his death, is
a testament to the happiness that he found there. That sentiment even
permeated Faulkner’s final work of fiction; The Reivers (1962), pub-
lished only a month before Faulkner’s death, is a remarkably hopeful

13

coming-of-age story that features Lucius Priest’s “reiving” or “steal-
ing” of knowledge beyond his years. The novel won Faulkner’s second
(posthumous) Pulitzer Prize.

In Virginia, Faulkner fueled his lifelong passion for horses by join-
ing the Farmington Hunt Club, and in Mississippi, he continued to ride
and train his own horses until just before his death. In January of 1962,
he was thrown from a horse and never fully recovered from the inju-
ries he sustained. He was thrown again on June 17 and drank increas-
ingly as the pain worsened. Faulkner returned to Wright’s Sanatorium
on July 5 and suffered a massive heart attack at 1:30 a.m. on July 6.
He was buried in St. Peter’s Cemetery in Oxford the next day. Today,
a sign on the street marking the easiest access to Faulkner’s grave
reads, “William Faulkner, The creator of Yoknapatawpha County.” As
Faulkner always insisted that the work was more important than the
artist, he would have found the deceptively simple title quite fitting.
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“The Past Is Never Dead”: Faulkner's Relationship to
Southern Culture and History

Karen M. Andrews

“There is no such thing really as was because the past is.”
—Faulkner in the University, 84

Decades after his death, William Faulkner, one of the greatest Ameri-
can writers, deserves a reappraisal of his work and his relevance to
contemporary readers and scholars. Faulkner is a southern writer who
told particular tales about the South, which are also stories about the
United States. Faulkner’s fiction stages the conflicts of his era—be-
tween different castes, classes, and races and between different genders
and sexual mores. While rooted in a particular place, Faulkner’s fiction
sheds light on the historical dimensions of human conflicts, prejudices,
and divisions that speak to readers across regional and national bound-
aries. The struggles, grief, despair, resiliency, and aspirations of the
people in Faulkner’s South resonate with readers globally.

Faulkner’s fiction creatively engages the voices of his particular
culture to tell a bigger story. Faulkner is relevant to modern readers
because his writing challenges the myths of self-sufficiency, of inde-
pendent, individual identities severed from the past. Faulkner’s charac-
ters are represented as communal, connected to others, the past, and a
larger story.! Faulkner shows how individual lives are ultimately con-
nected to both the web of history and other lives. At the same time,
Faulkner’s characters often experience various forms of alienation and
conflict in relation to their families, communities, and these repetitive
stories. For example, in Absalom, Absalom! (1936), Quentin Compson
thinks to himself, as his Harvard roommate Shreve joins in the telling
of the story about Sutpen and the South, “I am listening to it all over
again | shall have to never listen to anything but this again forever so
apparently not only a man never outlives his father but not even his
friends and acquaintances do” (277).
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Modern readers share many of the same tensions and conflicts to
which Faulkner gives voice in his writing. They continue to wrestle
with the legacy of white privilege and patriarchy and sexual double
standards. Americans still deal with the painful legacy of racial slav-
ery. Moreover, despite the 150 years since the Emancipation Procla-
mation and the end of legalized slavery, modern society is still con-
fronted with the tragic reality of the human trafficking of men, women,
and children.?

As much as people would like to pretend that they live in a postra-
cial society,’ and as much as they would like to believe that slavery—
human trafficking—is part of history only and that sexism, gender vio-
lence, rapaciousness, economic exploitation, and imperialism are also
things of the past, people continue to wrestle with these threatening
realities. Faulkner’s treatment of these “pasts” that are still “present”
may help readers better recognize ways in which the land and fellow
human lives are still vulnerable to exploitation, commodification, and
defilement.

A significant cultural and historical thread in the tapestry of
Faulkner’s cultural context is the dominating concept of “the color
line.” W. E. B. Du Bois claimed that the problem of the twentieth
century was the problem of the color line.* Later, after visiting the
Warsaw ghetto, Du Bois expanded his definition of the color line to
include other exclusionary practices: the color line “was a matter of
cultural patterns, perverted teaching and human hate and prejudice,
which reached all sorts of people and caused endless evil to all men.””
Faulkner’s works matter because society still wrestles with the reality
of “the color line.”®

Critics have long commented on Faulkner’s ambivalence, the ways
in which his texts communicate mixed messages about southern cul-
ture, particularly about race relations, the color line, female sexuality,
and both the literal and figurative kinship between blacks and whites.’
Ralph Ellison acknowledged that Faulkner’s attitude is “mixed,” that
his narratives often encode racist ideology, or what Ellison termed
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Faulkner’s “personal vision of southern myth” even as he “fights out
the moral problem” of the socially divisive color line (Ellison).

Indeed, Faulkner scholars and readers have wrestled with where
Faulkner stands on modern expressions of gender and sexuality, and
especially what his stance is on the race issues of his day. Readers
have particularly struggled with the oftentimes gratuitous use of the
“N-word” and other blatantly racist and derogatory discourse.® Most
critics are cautious about applying labels to Faulkner as they acknowl-
edge his complexity as a writer and his troubled relationships with his
fellow southerners and his region’s history.” Even New Critics—who
were known for exclusively focusing on the text and not engaging
historical or cultural contexts in their close readings—needed to find
ways to talk about Faulkner’s relationship to southern culture. For ex-
ample, Cleanth Brooks, the preeminent New Critic, could not resist
implicitly evaluating the relationship between Faulkner’s texts and the
cultural context, by acknowledging, however unwittingly, Faulkner’s
ambivalence in places: Brooks said that Faulkner’s stance “is a mix-
ture of deep affection and furious disapproval, of abiding loyalties and
sharp specific disagreements” (370).'°

Faulkner’s fictional world of Yoknapatawpha draws upon his expe-
riences of the South, and at the same time is distinctly his own mythical
world, his “apocrypha.”!! Readers may question what Faulkner’s fic-
tional world reveals about how he envisions the relationship between
the actual—or historical—and the fictional. His version of the South’s
flaws and the human conflicts he reflects in his fiction are his “reading”
of not only his particular location, his little “postage stamp of native
soil,” but also of the larger myths of American culture, including the
American Dream. '

The literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin offers valuable interpretive
tools and vocabulary for describing Faulkner’s relationship to his cul-
tural context. Bakhtin’s concept of “multivocality” (heteroglossia) ap-
plies to Faulkner’s richly textured novels, which include layers of dif-
ferent voices that are related to multiple perspectives from his social
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world. Bakhtin contends that the “real” and “represented” worlds are
“indissolubly tied up with each other and find themselves in continual
mutual interaction” (Dialogic Imagination 254). Novelistic discourse
is social, and the relations between the author, the narrative, and the so-
cioideological context are “dialogic” (426). In other words, novels par-
ticipate in the social discourse of the author’s world, and they register
many of the tensions and conflicts of the social world. Thus, Faulkner’s
novels stage the conflicts that erupt when these different voices and
competing ways of life bump up against each other. Bakhtin’s theory
of dialogic discourse helps readers glimpse how Faulkner’s fiction
serves as “a record of the novelist’s era—in particular, the tensions,
conflicts, and struggles that divided (and sometimes united) that era’s
various social groups” (Hannon 2).

In his fiction, Faulkner included voices from his culture that he did
not always agree with or particularly like.!* Because of the “dialogized
nature” of novelistic discourse, even when Faulkner’s fiction includes
misogynistic perspectives or white caste propaganda, Faulkner also in-
cluded other voices from his culture—not entirely suppressed—that
contradict or indict the dominant point of view (Hannon 8). Faulkner’s
words are borrowed from the cultural discourses available to him,
while at the same time he is creatively transforming these “borrow-
ings” in his fiction.

Although readers may find a variety of voices in Faulkner’s fiction,
readers must also ask which voices are privileged, which are marginal-
ized, and which are silenced. In other words, readers may query both
the text and the appropriate social contexts to explore how Faulkner’s
narratives enter into conversation with the dominant ideologies and
practices of his cultural context. Readers may also ask how, or in what
ways, his fiction critiques the conflicts and tensions of his era, and how
his fiction seems to reinforce these dominant ideologies and practices.
Edouard Glissant has argued that Faulkner challenged “the supreme
institution of this southern community,” questioning “its very legiti-
macy” (21). Faulkner’s fiction raises the question of the source of the
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South’s malediction: Could this “primordial sin” be “the South’s dark
entanglement with slavery, inextricable from its roots and its torment-
ed history?” (22).

A defining feature of Faulkner’s region of northern Mississippi, and
of the entire Deep South, was that it was steeped in the past—in both
romantic legends and painful humiliations. The dominant white caste
had the shared experience of losing a war, losing power, and becom-
ing economically dependent on the North. The Jim Crow laws and ex-
clusionary practices enforcing the “color line” were the white caste’s
attempt to regain the control and power that they had previously held
during the antebellum slavery era.

The “myth” of the Old South, and the New South’s romanticized
version of the Old South’s slaveholding days, was that slavery “was
paternalistic and marvelously good for its time,” and that “the Confed-
eracy, Robert E. Lee, and even common soldiers acting intuitively . .
. had stood for such ideals as freedom, honor, duty, courage, and loy-
alty.” Faulkner’s biographers, Joel Williamson among them, point out
that this idealization of the past was standard fare in Oxford’s public
schools and in Faulkner’s social life growing up in northern Mississip-
pi. Thus, readers must ask crucial questions as they explore Faulkner’s
relationship to his southern culture and wider cultural influences: What
is Faulkner’s view of the South’s preoccupation with the past, with the
legacy and the shame of slavery? In what ways does Faulkner’s fiction
engage the conflicts of the South’s past, the South’s preoccupation with
the past, and his own family’s past? In what ways does Faulkner’s fic-
tion critique that past? How does Faulkner’s fiction contribute to the
desire of the white South to keep blacks in their subjugated “place,”
and to romanticize white paternalism? To what extent did Faulkner’s
narratives participate in the romanticization of the antebellum and
Civil War South, and/or of the more recent past? In what ways does
Faulkner critique the past, historiography, and nostalgia? What is the
significance of Faulkner imagining the past as ‘is’ not as ‘was’? Is the
past fixed, separate, and frozen in time, or is it fluid, continuous with
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now, continually being revised, and refashioned for the present mo-
ment? Faulkner argued for fluidity, and modern and postmodern read-
ers would agree with him that there is a connection with the past be-
cause “then” is still interacting with “now.”!*

What do readers need to know about racial slavery and the South
in order to understand Faulkner, especially his staging of conflicts and
raising of questions about the meaning of the “color line”? Miscegena-
tion is a motifin Faulkner’s fiction that illustrates these tensions around
maintaining the color line. Faulkner was aware of the “shadow” fami-
lies—the black children and siblings—of many prominent southern
families. Perhaps he was aware of his own ancestor’s unacknowledged
family?'

Southerners felt the need for strong boundaries between the slave
and the free person. The racially mixed child, dwelling in the land
“in-between,” blurred these boundaries, which was not tolerable in a
rigidly divided culture. There was much tension and anxiety over the
blurring of boundaries. As Williamson has said, “Where slavery was
strongest and getting stronger, it was also becoming whiter” (New Peo-
ple 58). Another way to look at it is that whites were “enslaving them-
selves” through having mixed children, and children of mixed unions
took their mother’s status.'¢

One significant example of how Faulkner creatively used the ma-
terials of his historical and cultural context, and how they are related
to the color line, has emerged since the 2010 discovery of the diary of
Francis Terry Leak, written in the mid-1800s. Faulkner read the diary
several times and “was always taking copious notes” when visiting
his friend’s homestead in Holly Springs, Mississippi.'” This original
manuscript appears to have been the model for the old ledger in the
pivotal scene in “The Bear” in Go Down, Moses (1942) when lke Mc-
Caslin discovers the dark secrets of his family’s slave-owning past: his
grandfather McCaslin’s miscegenation and incest.'®

Not only was the diary a source for that climactic scene with the
farm ledger in Go Down, Moses, but also Faulkner used many of the

34 Critical Insights



slave names listed in the diary in his fictional Yoknapatawpha County.
Significantly, many of these black slave names became names of white
fictional characters, which perhaps was a subversive ploy on Faulkner’s
part, crossing the color line with his characters. Additionally, the home-
stead in Holly Springs that Faulkner frequently visited featured a girl’s
name etched on a glass windowpane during the Civil War, a scene that
occurs in some of Faulkner’s works. What does this discovery say
about Faulkner’s relationship to the past, the meaning and significance
of history? Readers can imagine Faulkner listening to the voices of his
culture, paying attention, actively researching, borrowing, collaborat-
ing, and re-creating historical narratives in his fiction.

Faulkner’s contemporary southern culture was shaped by the color
line. Social etiquette and cultural mores were dictated by the system of
white patriarchy. Readers need to understand the pervasiveness of the
system of racial segregation and how the rigid caste system under “Jim
Crow” was enforced in order to interpret some of the more perplexing
depictions of race, and relationships, across the color line in Faulkner’s
fiction. Faulkner’s lifetime encompasses most of the Jim Crow era
(1890-1940) and also includes the beginning of the civil rights move-
ment. The years of Faulkner’s life (1897—1961) roughly coincide with
the “critical period of disfranchisement, segregation, and exclusion” in
the lives of black Mississippians—that is, the Jim Crow era (McMillen
xiii). These years were repressive for blacks in the South, especially in
Mississippi, which had the worst reputation regarding race relations
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Indeed, Mississippi
ranked first among the states in “lynch-law.”"

The Jim Crow regime is the most significant context for the majori-
ty of Faulkner’s fiction. The introduction of the word “miscegenation”
accompanied the abolition of slavery, heightening white fears of in-
terracial mixing between newly freed black men and white women.
“Miscegenation” came to be associated with the ultimate violation of
the color line. The term encoded the white caste’s pejorative judgment
toward racial mixing, and it served as a social and political weapon to
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“conjure a threat to the continuation of white supremacy” (Edelstein
178). The white caste’s obsession with racial “purity” was about main-
taining power and white privilege. The central irony of this furor over
black men crossing the color line and secretly or openly infiltrating the
white “family” is that miscegenation was minimal after 1865; never-
theless, the white caste became ever more vigilant and violent toward
any perceived infractions.?

The hierarchical caste system regulated the behavior of women and
men of both “races”; and in this system, blacks generally had to acqui-
esce to white rule. John Dollard purported that the main function of
“caste” is regulating “legitimate descent”: “A union of members of the
two castes may not have a legitimate child” because intermarriages
between the castes implies social equality (Dollard 62). In 1920, Mis-
sissippi actually “outlawed advocacy of social equality” (McMillen
8). The caste system also regulated sexual relations outside of mar-
riage and this domain had a definite gender bias: the sexual double
standard.

The prevalence of lynching and corresponding “rape complex” was
evidenced in Faulkner’s own community. A prominent lynching, the
Nelse Patton incident, occurred in September 1908, when Faulkner
was a youth, and the local newspaper claimed that “the murder of a
white woman had been avenged—the public had done their duty.”*!
US senator W. V. Sullivan gave a fiery speech to work up the mob and
boasted afterward: “‘Cut a white woman’s throat? And a negro? Of
course | wanted him lynched. . . . I wouldn’t mind standing the conse-
quences any time for lynching a man who cut a white woman’s throat’”
(qtd. in Cullen 97-98). This rhetoric recalls similar justifications for
lynching and disregard for the Constitution, especially in honor of a
“white woman,” and Faulkner employs similar rhetoric in both “Dry
September,” with white supremacist John McLendon, and in Light in
August (1932), with the crowd’s responses to the castration and lynch-
ing of Joe Christmas.
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In Faulkner’s early adult life, the May 1917 lynching of Eell C. Per-
sons was advertised in many newspapers as a social event, “an execu-
tion probably without parallel in the history of the South,” as he was
burned at the stake (Blotner 189). Biographer Joseph Blotner indicates
that there were at least three more lynchings in Mississippi. World War
I brought about more tension and more savage and sadistic lynchings.
Public burnings and castration became part of the lynching spectacle,
especially if the man was a rape suspect. As a symbol, castration de-
clared “that the evil was abolished permanently from the earth” and
that white men were the “masters” (Williamson, Crucible 309). What
all these lynchings have in common is the alleged transgression against
a white woman by a black man. Whites who spoke out against lynch-
ing were accused of encouraging black male rape of white women,
much as McLendon questions Hawkshaw’s race loyalty and gender
identity in “Dry September.” Likewise, questioning racial segrega-
tion was inevitably linked with advocating social equality, which was
equated with taboo miscegenation.

White male dominance and the prohibition of miscegenation, partic-
ularly interracial marriage, mutually reinforced each other and together
composed the prevailing worldview of white southerners in Faulkner’s
era. Thus, Faulkner’s fiction includes voices that justify segregation
to hold onto power and the supremacy of the white caste. At the same
time, his fiction exposes the ways in which the taboo against miscege-
nation camouflaged socioeconomic and gender issues. Faulkner wrote
his fiction in dialogue within the historical and cultural context of rac-
ism. Faulkner’s multivocal narratives, while including some of the ra-
bidly racist voices of his culture, critique the white caste’s racism and
the working of white supremacist ideology on all relationships.

The miscegenation motif comes up in many of Faulkner’s narra-
tives. Faulkner’s depiction of this subject shows how it connects to
many other troubling tensions in his culture. Faulkner’s South is a place
that is averse to mixtures—what Glissant refers to as “creolization.””
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Williamson maintains that “Southern culture is deeply purist and intol-
erant of mixtures . . . racial, sexual, or moral” (Crucible 497).

The sexual dimension of racism, emblematized by miscegenation
and “its consequences,”® is woven throughout much of Faulkner’s
fiction, including the short stories “Peter,” “Evangeline,” “Yo Ho and
Two Bottles of Rum,” “Red Leaves,” “Dry September,” “That Eve-
ning Sun,” “A Justice,” “Mountain Victory,” “There Was a Queen,”
and “Elly.” It also appears in the novels Sartoris/Flags in the Dust
(1929/1973); Light in August; Absalom, Absalom!; Go Down, Moses;
and Intruder in the Dust (1948).

Intruder in the Dust includes no actual or rumored miscegenation;
rather, Lucas Beauchamp is a mixed-race character, the result of his
white ancestor L. Q. C. McCaslin’s “crossing the color line” with a
black female slave who was actually his daughter, Tomey. Lucas’s
“mulatto” status contributes to the plot; most of the whites resent
his mixed-race identity, his claimed connection to his white ances-
tor McCaslin, and the fact that he does not fulfill the town’s expec-
tations to “act like a nigger.”** Philip Weinstein sees Faulkner’s last
race-focused novel as “paternalistic,” given “the novel’s strategy for
liberating Lucas™: he is “saved” by white people cooperating to help
him.? Faulkner’s last novel, The Reivers (1962), alludes to miscegena-
tion through two characters: Boon Hogganbeck, the part-Chickasaw,
part-white central character in this comedy.?® Interestingly, Boon ends
up marrying a white woman, Everbe Corinthia (Miss Corrie), and they
have a baby together at the conclusion of the novel. Everbe reforms
her ways after years of working as a prostitute in a Memphis brothel;
because of her marginal status she is perhaps not worthy of the white
community’s protection. The other significant mixed-race character in
The Reivers is the coachman of “Boss” Lucius Priest, Ned McCaslin
(called “Uncle Ned”), who proudly claims his kinship to his white
grandfather, old Lucius Quintus Carothers McCaslin.

Sexual relations and the politics of gender are embedded within the
South’s dominant culture of racism. Some of the more radically racist
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theories and popular views of the mid- to late nineteenth century were
waning by the 1920s, although many of these views remained popular
among defenders of Jim Crow. The white caste’s obsessive focus on
maintaining the color line and concern over the perceived threat posed
by black man—white woman miscegenation, the “taboo” form of cross-
ing the color line, masked the obverse reality of “tolerated” miscegena-
tion, which James Baldwin cleverly exposed in a televised debate with
a white male southerner: “You’re not worried about me marrying your
daughter. . . . You’re worried about me marrying your wife’s daughter.
I’ve been marrying your daughter ever since the days of slavery” (qtd.
in Genovese 414)

Race, class, gender, and sexuality are interconnected in Faulkner’s
South. They influence and contribute to the South’s “miscegenation
complex”—the white caste’s real or imagined fears of the taboo, and
the conspiracy of silence about the tolerated, exploitative form of cross-
ing the color line. The South’s fear of the miscegenation “taboo”—the
perceived threat of interracial sexual relationships—is linked to the
dominant caste’s desire to control white privilege and power, especial-
ly white patriarchy’s desire to hold on to its threatened place of privi-
lege by keeping everyone else in their socially defined “place.” Thus,
references to “miscegenation”—in Faulkner’s social geography and in
his fiction—become a nexus, a complex site where many streams of
Faulkner’s segregated culture come together.

Considering how Faulkner’s fiction engages the South’s obsession
with history and stages the conflicts surrounding interracial relation-
ships, Clytie Sutpen in Absalom, Absalom! embodies the Old South’s
paradox: she is the biracial (mulatto) slave-daughter of her master-fa-
ther. Despite the official view that the races were not to mix, white men
repeatedly crossed the color line to have sex with black slave women.
In the chronology appended at the end of Absalom, Absalom!, Sut-
pen appears in Yoknapatawpha County in 1833, where he “takes up
land, builds his house.” In 1834, Clytemnestra (Clytie) was “born to a
slave woman.” In 1838, “Sutpen married Ellen Coldfield” (4bsalom,
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Absalom! 473). Sutpen’s relationship with Clytie’s mother apparently
avoids the stigma of adultery, as Clytie was born four years before
Sutpen married the white Ellen and seven years before Sutpen’s first
legitimate white child was born.

Although Sutpen is not identified as Clytie’s father in Absalom,
Absalom!’s chronology, Sutpen’s paternity is clearly acknowledged in
the genealogy: “CLYTEMNESTRA SUTPEN. Daughter of Thomas
Sutpen and a negro slave. Born Sutpen’s Hundred, 1834. Died Sutpen’s
Hundred, 19097 (4bsalom, Absalom! 476). Clytie is granted the patro-
nym, the recognition that she was sired by the white master. However,
in the different narratives, Thomas Sutpen never openly acknowledges
Clytie as his daughter. For instance, Rosa recalls when Sutpen returned
home from the war, he greeted his white daughter Judith by physically
acknowledging her, “Well daughter” (198). Sutpen then looked at Cly-
tie, still standing with his hands on Judith’s shoulders, as if indicating
her privileged status, and merely said, “Ah, Clytie” (199). While his
recognition of his mulatto daughter resembles that of master to slave or
faithful servant, Sutpen here grants her more acknowledgment than he
ever gives to his firstborn and abandoned son, Charles Bon. Clytie is
permitted to live with her white family, ostensibly as domestic servant,
because she observes the importance of place, and the other racial dis-
tinctions of the era.”’

While Clytie is identified many times as a mulatto, her status as a
member of Sutpen’s family often is elided in Rosa’s and Quentin’s ver-
sions of Sutpen’s story. For example, while narrating the Sutpen saga
to (and with) his Harvard roommate Shreve, Quentin catches himself
overlooking Clytie’s status as a Sutpen: “[Sutpen] was all settled, with
a wife and two children—no, three—" (323). At other times he refers
to just the “two children” (326): “Yes, the two children, the son and
the daughter by sex and age so glib to the design that he might have
planned that too” (327). Quentin’s narrative omission erases Clytie’s
family relationship to her half siblings Judith and Henry and to her
father, Thomas Sutpen.
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Rosa Coldfield’s narrative includes the legend of Sutpen arriving
with his Haitian “wild negros,” whom she refers to as a “herd of wild
beasts that he had hunted down single handedly” (14). Mr. Compson,
who many times preempts Rosa’s narrative, tells Quentin what Rosa
neglected to tell him, that two of the twenty-odd slaves “in the wagon
that day were women” (73). According to Compson, Sutpen “brought
those two women deliberately; he probably chose them with the same
care and shrewdness with which he chose the other livestock” (73).
The ratio of male slaves to female slaves seems to support Compson’s
judgment. Compson’s rendering of Sutpen’s careful choice—due to
neither “chance or oversight”—suggests that in addition to breeding
slaves to increase property, miscegenation between white male slave
owners and black female slaves was implicitly part of the white slave-
holding South’s design.

Rather than implying that Sutpen had two children only, Quentin
may be commenting on the two children who were “necessary” to Sut-
pen’s plan of establishing a legitimate dynasty. Even so, Clytie may be
seen as playing a significant role in Sutpen’s design. The “tolerated”
miscegenational relationship she represents is built into the same de-
sign that privileges white males of the landowning class and mytholo-
gizes white females of that same class. That is, the connection between
the interracial union she represents and the patrilineal design that re-
quires chastity of white women is not openly acknowledged by the nar-
rators. Clytie’s identity as a domestic servant is always acknowledged,
but the narrators’ erasure of Clytie’s status as sister and daughter sug-
gests that Clytie’s presence potentially threatens the status quo. Cly-
tie’s identity as Sutpen daughter and sibling, if openly acknowledged,
would threaten the racial hierarchy and the South’s obsession with
“purity” and resistance to mixtures. The Clytie narrative sheds light on
the white South’s conditional acceptance of white man—black woman
miscegenation. Historically, these interracial relationships were toler-
ated as long as they were not openly acknowledged, as long as the oft-
spring remained “illegitimate” and were excluded from the privileges
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of the white family. Clytie’s story in Absalom, Absalom! points to the
asymmetries of power and the contradictions of the double standard.

What Faulkner does not include in Absalom, Absalom! is the per-
spective of Clytie’s slave mother. She remains a nameless and unvoiced
absence, made visible only through Clytie’s “coffee-colored” skin. In
Faulkner’s fiction, readers primarily hear stories from the white side of
the family. In other Faulkner texts, the black family’s point of view is
sometimes represented by the black woman’s partner or husband. For
example, in Faulkner’s earlier story, “A Justice,” in which an American
Indian man violates the wife of a black male slave, the black husband’s
plight is sympathetically portrayed as he tries to fight for the sexual
integrity of his marriage. In “The Fire and the Hearth” in Go Down,
Moses, which takes place after emancipation, the racially mixed Lucas
Beauchamp confronts white Zack Edmonds, who has taken his wife
Molly into his home, presumably to nurse his baby after his white wife
has died. Faulkner gives voice to Lucas’s dilemma: How to God . . .
can a black man ask a white man to please not lay down with his black
wife? And even if he could ask it, how to God can the white man prom-
ise he wont? (Go Down, Moses 59)

Alternatively, Faulkner offers a glimpse of the black woman’s per-
spective regarding the role of white power and miscegenation in his
story, “That Evening Sun.” The story is set during Faulkner’s con-
temporary Jim Crow era, and Nancy, who is not given a last name,
is the Compson family’s washerwoman, who also does their cooking
when Dilsey is ill. Nancy, who has resorted to prostitution during
difficult economic times, publicly demands her pay from the white
man, Mr. Stovall, “the cashier in the bank and a deacon in the Baptist
church” (Collected Stories 291). Her accusing question, “‘When you
going to pay me, white man? It’s been three times now since you

299

paid me a cent’” elicits a violent response. After knocking her down,
Stovall attempts to silence Nancy by kicking her in the mouth (ibid.

291).28
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In Go Down, Moses, especially in part four of “The Bear,” Faulkner
offers another glimpse into these silenced and virtually erased mem-
bers of the southern “family.” Ike McCaslin’s eye-opening discovery
of the ledgers in the old commissary invites him to imagine what is not
said directly: incest and miscegenation were part of the institution of
slavery and existed within his own family. Reading between the lines,
Ike as a child brings the mother and daughter back into the story, if
only briefly, and exposes the white patriarch L. Q. C. McCaslin’s trans-
gressions against his black former concubine and their mulatto daugh-
ter (254-315). However, Ike’s imagination is limited, as revealed in an
alternative take on miscegenation in another story in Go Down, Moses,
“Delta Autumn.” When an elderly Ike McCaslin discovers that Roth
Edmonds’s white-looking mistress, who has been abandoned by Roth
after bearing his child, is part black, he tells her to “go back North”
and marry a man of her own “kind” (363). The unnamed woman then
“blazed silently down at” the aging Isaac in his “huddle of blankets”
in the woods. Faulkner depicts her with dignity as she reproaches Ike:
“‘Old man . . . have you lived so long and forgotten so much that you
dont remember anything you ever knew or felt or even heard about
love?”” (363).

On one hand, to old Isaac everything about this woman’s relation-
ship with Roth Edmonds seems to replicate the heritage of incest and
miscegenation that he believed he had repudiated by not marrying
and giving up his inheritance. She is the granddaughter of Tennie’s
Jim, who is a grandson of Tomasina, or “Tomey”—the daughter of the
slave Eunice and the white progenitor, L. Q. C. McCaslin, who com-
mitted incest with his mulatto daughter Tomey. Consequently, Roth’s
mistress is also distantly related to him, as well as to Ike, through their
shared ancestor Old Carothers. Roth’s mistress, however, is not a rep-
lication of the slave women of the past. Although Roth has mistreated
and abandoned her, she is a free woman, neither a slave nor a con-
cubine against her will. Moreover, she initiates this conversation; she
seeks out and confronts Ike, and she rejects Roth’s guilt money. She
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suggests the possibility of mutuality, that two people may love each
other across socially constructed boundaries of ethnicity and race.
While her relationship with Roth hints at an alternative interracial ro-
mantic relationship, their union ultimately is asymmetrical, given the
patriarchal, racist society and Roth’s belief that he could buy his own
freedom and relieve his guilt by “paying” her off. Even so, her voiced
question about “love” remains in the narrative discourse, as does Joe
Christmas’s haunting question in Light in August: “Just when do men
that have different blood in them stop hating one another?” (274).

Faulkner was writing at a crucial juncture of the South’s ending of
the “old order” and the beginning of the new. Faulkner’s complex rela-
tionship to the cultural discourse of the “color line” points to the ongo-
ing presence of the past in the “modern” South. There are many cul-
tural and historical contexts of Faulkner’s work that could be explored
in addition to the “color line,” but this conclusion offers a brief glance
at Faulkner’s wider contemporary culture and contexts.

Faulkner’s fiction stages the struggles of the South’s transition from
an agrarian, traditional society to a more urban, modern society. No
discussion of Faulkner’s culture would be complete without reference
to the Snopes clan and their role in the New South economy. Historian
C. Vann Woodward referred to the New South as “the age of the Snope-
ses” (qtd. in Doyle 4). According to historian Don Doyle, the New
South was “a period of urban growth, railway expansion, industrial
development, and new fortunes for the winners.” The winners were
“the industrialists, bankers, merchants, and lawyers in the towns,” and
the losers were “the sharecroppers”—both black and white (27). The
poor yeoman “competed for land and credit” with black sharecrop-
pers (28). In recent years, scholars have delved into the cultural context
of economics and politics for Faulkner’s Snopes trilogy: The Hamlet
(1940), The Town (1957), and The Mansion (1957).% In addition to the
Snopes novels, Faulkner’s short story “Barn Burning,”*’ echoed in The
Hamlet, registers the class resentment of white yeoman farmers.
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Furthermore, Faulkner’s fiction reveals ways in which the South was
a “colonized culture,” depicting the troubled relationship between the
South and the “imperial” North.>! As Faulkner’s narratives are linked
to discourses on “colonial domination,” his fiction resonates with those
emerging into a postcolonial modern world. Williamson has argued
that Faulkner speaks to the “imperialized people of the world” by writ-
ing stories about the struggles of his own “imperialized people” (363).
Readers must take note of the irony, for the South was both colonizer
and colonized. Because of this dual perspective, scholars such as John
T. Matthews have argued that Faulkner has both a regional and a global
take on US history.”? The newer ways of looking at Faulkner’s South
help readers see how Faulkner’s context was not merely regional, nor
only “American.” From a postcolonial, global perspective, the South
cannot be either completely distinct from the rest of the nation or iso-
lated from global networks of power and privilege.*

Faulkner came of age as a writer during a significant point in the
South’s transformation; his fiction chronicles his region’s upheaval as
it transitions to the modern world. Faulkner played a prophetic role
as a writer, challenging his fellow white southerners to acknowledge
the injustices of their history—which is also part of American history.
Faulkner is still relevant because his fiction cautions against the com-
modification of the land and of our fellow human beings.** His fiction
compels readers to listen to the different voices of his culture and their
own, paying particular attention to the voices that have been marginal-
ized or silenced.

Matthews, Seeing through the South, 3.

2. Approximately 27-30 million people are enslaved today, which means there are
more slaves now than during the transatlantic slave trade. See Batstone, Not for
Sale; Bales, Disposable People and Understanding Global Slavery; and Bales
and Soldalter, The Slave Next Door.

3. It is easy to think that the problem of the color line has been “solved” because
there is an African American president of the United States.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

Du Bois, Souls of Black Folk, 23.

Du Bois, on his revised definition of the color line: “In the first place, the prob-
lem of slavery, emancipation and caste in the United States was no longer in
my mind a separate and unique thing as I had so long conceived it. It was not
even solely a matter of color and physical and racial characteristics, which was
particularly a hard thing for me to learn, since for a lifetime the color line had
been a real and efficient cause of misery.” (DuBois, “The Negro and the Warsaw
Ghetto,” 45-46).

Kennedy’s The Persistence of the Color Line: Racial Politics and the Obama
Presidency reminds readers that “race still matters.”

Early critics of Faulkner, such as Irving Howe, raised the question about which
perspectives in his fiction can or should be ascribed to the author. Other early
readers, such as Robert Penn Warren, defended Faulkner’s portrayals of blacks,
while Maxwell Geismar claimed that Faulkner was racist and sexist because
of his disdainful portrayals of women and blacks. Charles Peavy, in Go Slow
Now, also defended Faulkner’s unsavory depictions of blacks and mixed race
characters.

John Jeremiah Sullivan comments on the use of “nigger” as having a “taboo
charge” in Faulkner, as well as in other writers of his era. Sullivan argues that
“even if we were to justify Faulkner’s overindulgence of the word on the grounds
of historical context,” he still finds it “unfortunate.” Sullivan believes a “writer
of Faulkner’s sensitivity to verbal shading might have been better tuned to the
ugliness of the word, and not a truth-revealing ugliness, but something more
like gratuitousness, with an attending queasy sense of rhetorical power misused”
(“The ‘Ulysses’ of Mississippi” 47).

Glissant claims that “Faulkner does not shrink from the harshest cruelty in his por-
traits. Some of the county residents exude a bestial racism, which Faulkner sug-
gests incidentally, apart from any formal presentation, and in such a way that one
can never tell whether he condemns this racism or accepts and applauds it” (65).
Burke noted that Brooks, the author of the formalist statement “no sociology,”
could not avoid “sociology” in his treatment of Faulkner’s fiction (“Formalist
Criticism” 503).

Faulkner said: “Beginning with Sartoris I discovered that my own little postage
stamp of native soil was worth writing about and that I would never live long
enough to exhaust it, and by sublimating the actual into apocryphal I would have
complete liberty to use whatever talent I might have to its absolute top” (Lion in
the Garden 255).

According to Fred Hobson, “Absalom, Absalom! is a ‘southern’ novel, but it is
much more than that—it is, indeed, a novel about the American dream just as
fully as The Great Gatsby is a novel about that dream” (6).

Faulkner said, “I listen to the voices, and when I put down what the voices say
it’s right. Sometimes I don’t like what they say, but I don’t change it” (qtd. in
Cowley 114).
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14.

15.

16.
17.
18.

19.

20.
21.
22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

217.

28.

Duck argues that Faulkner’s “novels urge us to think differently about history,
which becomes in Faulkner’s work not a linear progression so much as a shift-
ing set of vortices, forces and incidents which reach across periods to transform
consciousness and society” (27).

See Williamson, William Faulkner and Southern History, where he argues that
Faulkner’s great-grandfather, William Clark Falkner, whom Faulkner referred
to as the “Old Colonel,” reared a “shadow family,” and most likely committed
incest as well as miscegenation (45).

Williamson, New People, 63.

Cohen.

As mentioned above, Faulkner had a story like this in his own family. The past
is full of ghosts who haunt the present, and one of those ghosts is the biracial
brother and sister, the family on the “black side” who are not acknowledged by
the white family.

The two peak periods of mob activity were the years between 1889-1908 and
1918-22 (McMillen 230-32)

Cash refers to this “miscegenation complex” as the “rape complex™ (117-19).
Lafayette County Press, Sept. 9, 1908. See Blotner, 113—14. Also see Cullen.

Glissant poses this question: “Is the South a society with two intertwined cul-
tures, one dominant and the other dominated, or a society that combines two sep-
arate and distinct cultures? . . . Is cultural interaction or ‘interchange’ a harbinger
of intermingling, miscegenation, and finally Creolization?”” (69). He answers his
question thusly: “Creolization is the very thing that offends Faulkner: métissage
and miscegenation plus their unforeseeable consequences” (83).

Antebellum diarist Mary Boykin Chestnut employed this phrase as she com-
plained about “a hideous black harem with its consequences,” referring to mu-
latto children of white patriarchal slaveholders and black female slaves (21-22).

Weinstein notes that /ntruder’s “keen (and easily decipherable) attention to con-
temporary racial agitation doubtless played a part in his being awarded the No-
bel Prize two years later” (188).

“Faulkner was too honest to propose that the larger adult white South wanted
anything other than to lynch this ‘uppity nigger’” (Weinstein 166).

Boon Hogganbeck initially was introduced in “The Bear” in Go Down, Moses
and resurfaces in The Reivers.

For example, Clytie typically sleeps on a pallet on the floor while her half-sister
Judith sleeps above her in a proper bed.

Mr. Compson, who hires Nancy for a more respectable service, is shown to be
complicit in Nancy’s abuse by the Baptist deacon. He paternalistically worries
about Nancy, but he does not take her plight seriously: “And if you’d just leave
white men alone. . . . If you’d behave yourself, you’d have kept out of this” (Col-
lected Stories 295)

Faulkner's Relationship to Southern Culture and History 47



29. In particular, see Matthews’s chapter, “Come Up: From Red Necks to Riches,”
124-71.

30. Collected Stories, 1950.

31. Faulkner’s fiction reflects the struggles of a “people whose land had been raped
and labor taken to supply raw materials for the factories of the industrial powers”
(Williamson, William Faulkner and Southern History 363).

32. Inhis article “Many Mansions: Faulkner’s Cold War Conflicts”” Matthews argues
that Faulkner’s southerners “had been both perpetrators and perceived victims of
colonization, creating an internal colony of slaveholding, and then later suffer-
ing subjection to federal military reconstruction and northern capitalization” (5).

33. Scholars are seeking ever “new cultural and historical maps for contextualizing
Faulkner’s fiction” (Duck 25).

34. According to Matthews, “Faulkner’s fiction repeatedly stages moments in which
the visibly invisible demand acknowledgement” (17).
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William Faulkner’s Critical Reception

Taylor Hagood

After the hard work of producing a novel or short story, an author
wants people not only to read the work but also to talk about it. If read-
ers like the piece, the conversation that ensues can take multiple forms.
A formal, published conversation carried on by professionally trained
scholars and literary critics is referred to as the “critical reception.”
No matter how complex people’s comments in this conversation can
be, they are like any other conversation in that they talk about why the
text is important, either to themselves as individuals or to the world in
general, and they respond to what has been said by others.

The critical reception of the writing of William Faulkner has been
long and complex. Faulkner is one of the most written-about authors in
the English language, and this writing has taken many different forms,
from biography to the most erudite criticism. Each year, multiple books
and massive numbers of articles are published, making it difficult for
even the most ardent and diligent Faulknerians to keep up. Given the
daunting nature of this body of work to someone new to the field, the
effort here will be to help orient the reader, not only in knowing what
has been published, but also to acquaint him or her with the general
movements that have developed during the six decades in which a rec-
ognizable community of Faulkner scholars emerged and during the
eight decades since people have been commenting on Faulkner and
his work.

This introductory essay is structured to accommodate—as much
as is possible—both the chronological and thematic development of
this critical reception. Like any field of scholarship, there is a recur-
sive quality about it, a returning to topics: Just as families retell the
same stories or sports fans debate controversial referee decisions years
later, scholarly discussions often return to certain points even as new
interests arise. Because of this cyclical aspect of critical discussion,
the various topics of criticism and methods of critical approach will
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be presented in the order in which they appear and some sense of their
individual development presented at that point.

Limitations of space unfortunately prevent a detailed treatment of
even a small selection of critical texts; explanation and evaluation of
all of them (including literally thousands of articles) is impossible.
This essay will confine itself primarily to scholarship originally writ-
ten and published in English, although there is a tremendous body of
material in other languages. In going to any library with significant
scholarly holdings, the reader will undoubtedly encounter books and
articles not mentioned in this essay, and the author apologizes to all
scholars who must necessarily be left out and means it as no reflection
on them or the quality or importance of their work. However, with a
sense of the overall movements in the Faulkner scholarly conversa-
tion, the reader encountering scholarship not mentioned here can enjoy
the lovely experience of both discovering something new for him or
herself and understanding how it relates to the larger picture of the
Faulkner critical conversation.

The initial response to any writing appears in the form of book re-
views written by professional critics who read and evaluate books and
publish their comments in journals such as the New York Times Book
Review or the Times Literary Supplement. The reviews of Faulkner’s
work offer important insights into what was on the minds of Faulkner’s
first readers and how they represented his works to the rest of the read-
ing population. Many of these are buried in old journals that are often
inaccessible to the general public, but happily a compendium of them
is available in the form of William Faulkner: The Contemporary Re-
views, edited by M. Thomas Inge. By reading Inge’s book one can get
a strong sense of which reviewers admired Faulkner’s difficult writing
and which found it more trouble than it was worth.
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Concurrent with the reviews, and so also during Faulkner’s lifetime
and just after his death, there sprung up another type of scholarship that
may be described as a cataloguing of the characters, places (includ-
ing discussion of the connection between real-life Oxford, Mississippi,
and fictional Jefferson), and perhaps most helpfully the often obscure
and colloquial sayings, mannerisms, and other details that could well
baffle a reader not from Mississippi or familiar with Faulkner’s mo-
ment. G. T. Buckley, Robert W. Kirk, and ElImo Howell are a few of
many scholars who provided this type of response, although their writ-
ing is generally in short form and requires some searching. This im-
pulse has continued and can take on interesting aspects, an example
being Robert Harrison’s Aviation Lore in Faulkner (1985), which ori-
ents readers in everything from Faulkner’s use of the history of flight
to the details of aerodynamics. Also in this cataloguing vein is Bruce F.
Kawin’s Faulkner and Film (1977), which addresses Faulkner’s own
screenwriting along with adaptations of his work (including a very
useful filmography). Two of the most important figures in this mode of
criticism have been Robert W. Hamblin and Charles A. Peek, who have
published both individually and together on such projects as 4 William
Faulkner Encyclopedia (1999) and 4 Companion to Faulkner Stud-
ies (2004). The cataloguing strain of scholarship ultimately gave birth
to the University Press of Mississippi’s Reading Faulkner series, ed-
ited by Noel Polk. The books in this series offer literally page-by-page
guidance on the difficult and at times otherwise inaccessible details of
Faulkner’s writing. Polk’s name, incidentally, is an important one in
Faulkner studies, not only because of this series and his own critical
writing, but also because he edited the standard editions of Faulkner’s
writing.

There is an obvious biographical aspect to this cataloguing schol-
arship, and in fact outright biography was another important branch
of the early response to Faulkner’s writing. At times this work fea-
tured comment by Faulkner’s friends, associates, and family, examples
being Old Times in the Faulkner Country (1961), by John B. Cullen;
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Talking about William Faulkner: Interviews with Jimmy Faulkner and
Others (1996), edited by Sally Wolff with Floyd C. Watkins; and per-
haps most notably My Brother Bill (1963), by Faulkner’s writer-artist
brother John. Proper biography began with Robert Coughlan’s 1953
short biography, The Private World of William Faulkner. The most
important biographical work is the massive two-volume Faulkner: A
Biography (1974), by Joseph Blotner. The only major biographer who
actually knew Faulkner, Blotner is profoundly significant to the world
of Faulkner scholarship. Although largely available now only in the
compressed and updated single volume edition, this biography nev-
ertheless offers an ocean of information and is the source from which
all subsequent biographers have drawn and with which all Faulkner
scholars must be familiar. As for those subsequent biographers, a few
of their names are Frederick Karl, Richard Gray, and Jay Parini. In
their works and others can be found interesting new interpretations of
Faulkner’s life and its relation to his writing.

Although reviews are important, they are often not enough to lift a
literary author above the pack to the point of justifying the kind of
cataloguing and biographical work just described. Prizes such as the
Pulitzer and the Nobel helped immensely in creating such visibility.
But even their awarding arguably came with the help of promotion by
critics. While a few efforts were made early in Faulkner’s career, such
as George Marion O’Donnell’s 1939 essay “Faulkner’s Mythology,”
the most influential of this kind of work was Malcolm Cowley’s intro-
duction to The Portable Faulkner (1946).

The importance of Cowley’s essay and of The Portable Faulkner
cannot be overestimated. Cowley saw Faulkner’s body of work as a
unified whole that developed a mythology about the fictional Yoknapa-
tawpha County. While Faulkner’s writing was actually a bit more ex-
pansive and not necessarily so unified, Cowley presented a compelling
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argument, and he arranged stories and excerpts of longer works to cre-
ate a volume that presented a consistent and chronological story of the
history of Yoknapatawpha. The degree of artificiality in so doing was
and is finally less important than the fact that the book and its introduc-
tion framed Faulkner and his work for later literary critics. The Por-
table Faulkner and Cowley’s introduction played a major role in cast-
ing Faulkner as a major and important writer, and Lawrence Schwartz
argues in Creating Faulkner s Reputation that Cowley’s introduction
portrayed Faulkner’s work as being in line with conservative Cold War
politics and so helped induce the decision to award him the 1949 Nobel
Prize in Literature.

Cowley’s work also ushered in the response of the mid-twentieth
century figures involved in what is called “New Criticism” who mi-
nutely engaged with texts and searched for the kinds of unifying strains
(often paradoxically achieved through contradictory elements in the
text) that Cowley had sniffed out. Between 195254, there ran three
volumes of a journal entitled Faulkner Studies, which is now available
in a single reprinted volume and offers a glimpse at the Faulknerian
scholarly climate of the moment. The fact is that there was a remark-
ably large body of work (several books and hundreds of articles) pro-
duced in the 1950s and 1960s. The most remembered are a handful
of books that took on the bulk of Faulkner’s work in elegant explica-
tion: Olga Vickery’s The Novels of William Faulkner (1959), Edmund
Volpe’s A Readers Guide to William Faulkner (1964), and Michael
Millgate’s The Achievement of William Faulkner (1966). The most
important single critic of this period was Cleanth Brooks, who wrote
three highly regarded volumes: William Faulkner: The Yoknapataw-
pha Country (1963), William Faulkner: Toward Yoknapatawpha and
Beyond (1978), and William Faulkner: First Encounters (1983).

Equally notable were structuralist approaches. A number of these
examined the architecture of the texts, others focused on the spaces
and places of Yoknapatawpha, and still others dealt with the role of
myths and archetypes in Faulkner’s writing. Many combined all three.
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Examples of this work abound in the journals of the 1960s and 1970s,
one memorable instance being Calvin S. Brown’s “Faulkner’s Geog-
raphy and Topography.” Standout books include Richard P. Adams’s
Faulkner: Myth and Motion (1968), Walter Brylowsky’s Faulkners
Olympian Laugh: Myth in the Novels (1968), and Lynn Gatrell Levins’s
Faulkner’s Heroic Design: The Yoknapatawpha Novels (1976).

Many of the viewpoints of New Criticism and structuralism have
since been absorbed and some even discounted because they tend to
proceed from a white-southern-aristocratic sympathetic viewpoint,
typically rendering a vision of Faulkner that leaves race, gender, sex-
uality, and Confederate and neo-Confederate ideals and policies un-
problematized. They and their underlying cultural assumptions there-
fore should not be taken as indicative of current critical opinion. On the
other hand, even now these books, with their eloquent prose, can offer
pleasurable reading for anyone new to Faulkner, providing orientation
in what can at times seem an overwhelming fictional world.

Cleanth Brooks’s career extended into the 1980s, but by the time he
had finished his final volume, the trends in the critical response to
Faulkner had changed dramatically. The 1980s and 1990s saw the
growth of theory-driven criticism, when the conservative and marked-
ly antitheoretical values of New Criticism gave way to approaches to
literature that took into account theories provided by psychoanalysis,
structuralism, and ultimately poststructuralism, which questioned not
only language but also the constructs of race, gender, class, and many
other aspects of society.

The change began in the 1970s, when writers started to move away
from the assumptions of New Criticism, opening up Faulkner’s texts to
multiple discourses rather than focusing exclusively on them as closed
systems. A critic who undertook such an approach was André Bleikas-
ten. French interest in Faulkner had long been strong, and Bleikasten
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continued this work in Faulkner’s “As I Lay Dying” (1973); The Most
Splendid Failure: Faulkner’s “The Sound and the Fury” (1976); and,
later, the immense work, The Ink of Melancholy: Faulkner's Novels
from “The Sound and the Fury” to “Light in August” (1990). At first
glance, these volumes might look like New Criticism in their patient
spinning out of close readings, but Bleikasten’s work is informed by
the subtle textual engagements of his French contemporaries, perhaps
most recognizably Roland Barthes, whose notions of intertextuality
and the almost erotic “pleasures” of the text were influential in helping
scholars navigate the nuances of creative writing. Textured by the re-
alizations of reader-response criticism as well as structuralist and post-
structuralist developments in critical theory, these works offered pro-
vocative readings much less concerned with boxing Faulkner’s work
into a Cowley-like totalizing vision but rather focused on parsing diffi-
cult questions about Faulkner’s writing and even criticism itself and its
own limitations and constructedness. These early volumes also marked
a move toward book-length studies of single Faulkner texts, a practice
that would continue throughout this period. Such single-text studies
overwhelmingly favored certain canonized books that were consid-
ered “great”—The Sound and the Fury (1929); As I Lay Dying (1930);
Light in August (1932); Absalom, Absalom! (1936); and Go Down,
Moses (1942)—although there were scholars who continued to follow
in the vein of Brooks and Vickery, engaging all of Faulkner’s work.
Examples of these would be Gary Lee Stonum in Faulkner's Career:
An Internal Literary History (1979), which argued that in each novel
lay the seeds of the next, and Doreen Fowler in Faulkner'’s Changing
Vision: From Outrage to Affirmation (1983), which also focused on
Faulkner’s development by arguing that instead of his writing dimin-
ishing in power (as many scholars argue), it can be seen to strengthen
over the course of his career in certain respects.

On the heels of Bleikasten’s first book came one of the most unique
and enthralling publications of Faulkner criticism ever written—John
T. Irwin’s Doubling and Incest/Repetition and Revenge (1975). Written
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in a single extended essay, the book pushes the conventions of critical
writing in both form and content. It is the first Faulkner book to take
the approach of applying a theoretical framework to Faulkner’s writ-
ing: Irwin employs Freudian psychoanalysis in a deep investigation of
Quentin Compson and his motives. Moreover, Irwin’s approach also
nodded to Barthes in its intertextuality, as it considered Sigmund Freud
and Friedrich Nietzsche alongside Faulkner. The result is an innovative
volume that continues to impress, and it stands as the conceptual proto-
type for the kinds of criticism to follow.

For not only Freud and Barthes but Jacques Lacan, Michel Fou-
cault, Jacques Derrida, Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray, and many other
theorists had by now become the pillars upon which literary criticism
was being built. It was a time when scholars could be found who self-
identified as Freudian or Lacanian or Derridean—scholars who were
expert in the contributions of one of these theorists and were part of a
school of critics that applied those theories to primary texts. William
Shakespeare received perhaps the most attention, but Faulkner became
one of the other figures upon whose work the latest theories were tried
because the scope, detail, and philosophical depth of his oeuvre provid-
ed ample testing ground. This work poured out in hundreds of articles,
including those in the main journal of the field, the Faulkner Journal.
The University Press of Mississippi also began to publish the plenary
lectures of the Annual Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha Conference held
in Oxford, Mississippi. For over twenty-five years, these volumes have
served as a barometer for following developments in the field, with
titles such as Faulkner and Race, Faulkner and Ideology, Faulkner
and Psychology, and Faulkner and Material Culture—titles that signal
not only theoretical underpinnings of these approaches but also highly
politicized critical approaches that dealt with the positions of the tradi-
tionally unempowered in US society and hence in Faulkner’s writing.

As for books using these new approaches, they appeared quickly and
in great variety. Just a year after the appearance of Irwin’s book, Myra
Jehlen published Class and Character in Faulkner's South, a Marxist
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reading sensitive to social hierarchies in ways previous scholarship
was not. The end of the decade saw Donald M. Kartiganer’s The Frag-
ile Thread: The Meaning of Form in Faulkners Novels (1979), which
takes a subtle structuralist and psychoanalytic approach. In 1982, John
T. Matthews published The Play of Faulkner's Language, an overtly
Derridean approach to the “major novels” listed above that read the
absence of conceptual and narrative “centers” in Faulkner as part of a
general machinery of deferring of meaning as delineated by Derrida.
Two books that both dealt with race were published the next year. The
first, Faulkner: The House Divided, by Eric Sundquist, argued that
miscegenation formed the central tension of Faulkner’s works. The
second book was Faulkner's “Negro”: Art and the Southern Context,
in which Thadious M. Davis explained that Faulkner spent most of
his efforts grappling with the white southern construction of the “Ne-
gro” to the point that he was often unable to explore the characters
of actual people of color. The end of the decade saw Karl Zender’s
distinctly materialist approach to Faulkner’s work, The Crossing of the
Ways (1989), which examined how everything from money to educa-
tion shaped and affected Faulkner’s career and vision, especially in his
later novels. Joseph R. Urgo also broke with the trend of focusing on
the “major works” by dealing with the later novels in his recuperative
reading of the Snopeses, particularly Flem, as figures able to throw off
the old yoke of aristocratic rule in Faulkner's Apocrypha: “A Fable,”
Snopes, and the Spirit of Human Rebellion (1989).

The next decade saw these theoretical and cultural approaches
carried forward. One of the things that occupied the attention of
critics as the decade turned was the way so many voices competed
with one another for cultural attention in Faulkner’s writing. Ste-
phen M. Ross’s Fiction s Inexhaustible Voice: Speech and Writing in
Faulkner (1989) undertakes a Mikhail Bakhtin—informed consider-
ation of the polyvocalic nature of Faulkner’s writing, with sensitivity
to Bakhtin’s attention to the undertones and overtones of culturally
embedded utterances. Robert Dale Parker, in “Absalom, Absalom!”
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The Questioning of Fiction (1991) and Judith Lockyer, in Ordered by
Words: Language and Narration in the Novels of William Faulkner
(1991), also explore Faulkner’s work according to Bakhtinian prin-
ciples. John N. Duvall’s Faulkner s Marginal Couple: Invisible, Out-
law, and Unspeakable Communities (1990) examines the ways cultural
outsiders in Faulkner form couples who together maintain the strength
to resist cultural norms. Doreen Fowler’s Faulkner: The Return of the
Repressed (1997) uses an openly Lacanian approach with its relentless
furthering of Freud’s principles to show the ways characters negotiate
language and cultural status in the formation of identity. And Philip
Weinstein, in Faulkner's Subject: A Cosmos No One Owns (1992),
shows the ways minority voices threaten to crowd out and overpower
Faulkner himself as the white empowered owner of his own cosmos.
Certain books honed in specifically on women in Faulkner. Although
an early work on Faulkner’s women had appeared in David Williams’s
Faulkner s Woman: The Myth and the Muse (1977), it was in the 1990s
that feminist criticism of Faulkner really took off. Minrose C. Gwin’s
The Feminine and Faulkner (1990) considers the ways women char-
acters in Faulkner are agents of disruption and subversion, and Diane
Roberts pressures female stereotypes in Faulkner and Southern Wom-
anhood (1994). Deborah Clarke also focuses on the disruptive power of
women, employing specifically Kristeva’s challenge of Lacan’s phal-
locentrism—or privileging as well as recognizing culture’s tendency
to gender power as masculine—to examine the function of mothers in
Robbing the Mother: Women in Faulkner (1994).

The foregoing list is dizzying to say the least, making it appropriate
to sum up the strands of criticism extant by the end of the 1990s. Es-
sentially, the kinds of questions to be asked about Faulkner had been
opened up to a much broader spectrum. Where most scholars before
had been concerned with delving into the secrets of the text to address
southern conventions, aspects of myth, or the functions of place, these
new scholars prodded the role of women and people of color, the ways
Faulkner’s writing exemplified linguistic and psychoanalytic theory,
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and so forth. Where most of the New Ceritical efforts were content to
maintain a focus on the workings of the text, these scholarly treat-
ments sought either to understand something about society through
Faulkner’s writing or to hold his writing up against society. There re-
mained much admiring of Faulkner, but there could also be found mild
and at times even severe criticism of his blind spots, although gener-
ally there was a sense, again, that his work was rich enough to warrant
extensive and broad treatment.

From the mid-1990s into the twenty-first century, many of the theoreti-
cal trends continued—Karl Zender’s second volume Faulkner and the
Politics of Reading (2002) being an example—but there also began to
spring up scholarly examinations of Faulkner that contextualized him
in relation to literature and culture across the globe.

One new strain of Faulkner criticism that developed was the move
of comparing him to other writers. Margaret Donovan Bauer’s Wil-
liam Faulkner’s Legacy: “What Shadow, What Stain, What Mark”
(2005) is an interesting example of such work, finding the influence of
Faulkner in the works of Larry McMurtry, Lee Smith, Pat Conroy, and
others, while Joseph Fruscione’s Faulkner and Hemingway: Biogra-
phy of a Literary Rivalry (2012) examines the actual and intertextual
relationship of the two famous contemporaries. The prime candidate
for comparison, however, was Toni Morrison. Bauer discusses Mor-
rison in relation to Faulkner, and three books on this topic particularly
stand out: What Else but Love? The Ordeal of Race in Faulkner and
Morrison (1996), by Philip Weinstein; Subversive Voices: Eroticizing
the Other in William Faulkner and Toni Morrison (2001), by Evelyn
Jaffe Schrieber; and Unflinching Gaze: Morrison and Faulkner Re-En-
visioned (1997), a collection of essays edited by Carol A. Kolmerten,
Stephen M. Ross, and Judith Bryant Wittenberg.

The biggest change in critical focus, however, was that of consider-
ing Faulkner in the context of slave-plantation culture, which was part

William Faulkner’s Critical Reception 61



of the larger New Southernist movement that sought to understand the
US South hemispherically as part of the global south. Richard God-
den’s first book Fictions of Labor: William Faulkner and the South's
Long Revolution (1997) anticipates this work by examining the real
history of the Haitian Revolution alongside that in Faulkner’s novel
Absalom, Absalom!, but the global south approach to Faulkner was
essentially a postcolonial one kick-started by the Martinican writer
Edouard Glissant in his work entitled Faulkner, Mississippi (1999).
In the book, Glissant shows that his home resembles Mississippi,
and his vision, much like other Caribbean writers, echoes Faulkner’s
own. This work stimulated much scholarship, with articles by both
new and established Faulkner scholars—a nice repository being Look
Away! The U.S. South in New World Studies (2004), edited by Jon
Smith and Deborah Cohn. Other works include Charles Baker’s Wil-
liam Faulkner s Postcolonial South (2000), Hosam Aboul-Ela’s Other
South: Faulkner, Coloniality, and the Mariategui Tradition (2007), and
Valérie Loichot’s Orphan Narratives: The Postplantation Literature of
Faulkner, Glissant, Morrison, and Saint-John Perse (2007). Signifi-
cantly, the topic of the 2009 Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha Conference
was “Global Faulkner.”

While the global Faulkner change dominated much of the first de-
cade of the twenty-first century, there were other significant develop-
ments. One of these was a return to certain earlier concerns in Faulkner
criticism, often done with the advantage of an awareness of contem-
porary theory-based criticism. Blair Labatt’s Faulkner the Storyteller
(2005) marks a semireturn to New Criticism and structuralism in its
focus on the mechanics of plotting in Faulkner’s writing, mostly in
the Snopes novels. Charles Aiken’s William Faulkner and the South-
ern Landscape (2009) reexamined the literal grounds of Faulkner’s
work from a geographer’s perspective. Owen Robinson’s Creating
Yoknapatawpha: Readers and Writers in Faulkner’s Fiction (2006)
revisited reader-response criticism of a few decades earlier. Charles
Hannon’s Faulkner and the Discourses of Culture (2005) examined
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the competing voices in culture in a manner reminiscent of Duvall and
Weinstein. Taylor Hagood’s Faulkner’s Imperialism: Space, Place,
and the Materiality of Myth (2008) also discussed competing voices by
returning to a global-south and postcolonial-theory conditioned read-
ing of the staples of myth and place. The biographical and cataloguing
strains reemerged too, examples being Judith L. Sensibar’s Faulkner
and Love: The Woman Who Shaped His Art (2009), John Matthews’s
William Faulkner: Seeing through the South (2009), and one of the
most sensational volumes to appear in a long time—Ledgers of His-
tory: William Faulkner, an Almost Forgotten Friendship, and an An-
tebellum Diary (2010), in which Sally Wolff discovered a diary from
which Faulkner apparently drew many ideas for his writing.

Another interesting trend that developed in the past decade was that
of'a kind of Faulkner-informed scholarly/creative nonfiction hybrid es-
say in which scholars reflect on their own lives, experiences, and situ-
ations as they develop critical readings of Faulkner’s work. The first of
these was Houston A. Baker’s, I Don t Hate the South: Reflections on
Faulkner, Family, and the South (2007) in which he talks about grow-
ing up as an African American in Louisville, Kentucky, and the reci-
procities of that place and experience with Faulkner’s Mississippi. In
2010, Polk published his collection of essays, Faulkner and Welty and
the Southern Literary Tradition, which achieves high essay form, and
in the same year, Philip Weinstein’s Becoming Faulkner: The Art and
Life of William Faulkner undertakes a biography tinged by the author’s
personal experiences.

It should be added that during this time and throughout the history
of the Faulkner critical discussion, certain fine books and articles ap-
peared that did not necessarily follow the trends but nevertheless had
an important impact on the field and are definitely ones for developing
Faulkner scholars to know. Jay Watson’s Forensic Fictions: The Law-
yer Figure in Faulkner (1993) is such an example. In the 2000s, some
of these efforts include Ted Atkinson’s prodding of the proletariat side
of Faulkner in Faulkner and the Great Depression (2006) and Peter
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Lurie’s brilliant investigation of the role of vision, including vision and
film, in Vision's Immanence: Faulkner, Film, and the Popular Imagi-
nation (2004).

The latest thing to have happened to Faulkner studies is the Internet.
The 2000s saw multiple websites dedicated to Faulkner, most notably
the highly influential William Faulkner on the Web, published by Uni-
versity of Mississippi English professor John B. Padgett. The hypertext
resource edition of The Sound and the Fury, edited by University of
Saskatchewan professor Peter Stoicheff and others, is an important web-
site that offers a plethora of ways into that difficult text, from graphic
presentations of its timeline to a chronology of its events. At the time of
this writing, the website The Digital Yoknapatawpha Project, initiated
by University of Virginia professor Stephen Railton, is being developed
by a team of scholars. As the second decade of the twenty-first century
deepens, digital platforms will be ones to follow as Faulkner critics look
forward to what new aspects will be discussed in the texts.
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Reading Faulkner through Morrison

Doreen Fowler

Readers of the fiction of Toni Morrison sometimes hear eerie echoes
of Faulkner. Both Faulkner and Morrison employ themes of the Old
South—slavery, incest, miscegenation, Jim Crow, and reconstruction
and its aftermath; and both are preoccupied with issues of identity, au-
tonomy, and history.! At the same time, as an African American writer
whose literary work develops out of an African American folk and oral
tradition, Morrison is also decidedly different from Faulkner. Scholars
have puzzled over the intertextual relationship between the two writers:
one, the great-grandson of a Confederate colonel and slaveholder, the
other, a descendant of southern slaves. Some scholars have suggested
that Faulkner, who preceded Morrison by a generation, influences her
writing; others have argued that Morrison corrects Faulkner; and still
others have suggested that Morrison, to use Henry Louis Gates’s term,
“signifies on,” (i.e., creatively improvises beyond) Faulkner’s literary
works.

Morrison’s own comments about a literary relationship with Faulkner
have been contradictory. On the one hand, she has emphatically denied
a Faulknerian influence. “I am not like Faulkner,” she said forcefully in
an interview with Nellie McKay (Morrison, Interview 152). However,
in response to a question following a reading at the 1985 Faulkner and
Yoknapatawpha Conference, she admitted that all writers tend to deny
any writerly influence: “I am typical, I think, of all writers who are
convinced that they are wholly original” (“Faulkner” 296-97); she also
acknowledged that, as a reader, she was indebted to Faulkner: “There
was for me not only an academic interest in Faulkner but in a very, very
personal way, in a very personal way as a reader, William Faulkner had
an enormous effect on me, an enormous effect” (296).

How then is one to read the recurring Faulknerian motifs in Mor-
rison’s fiction? Morrison is not Faulkner’s disciple; neither is she cri-
tiquing or revising his fiction. Rather, Morrison is teaching how to
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read Faulkner; in particular, she is teaching whites how to read race
in Faulkner’s fiction. My position is that Morrison’s fiction uncovers a
submerged perspective on race informing Faulkner’s novels. She teas-
es out racial meanings in his fiction that have eluded readers for whom
black and white are discrete, dichotomous categories.?

A Faulkner novel to which Morrison repeatedly returns in her own
fictions is Absalom, Absalom! Most often, critics have examined par-
allels between Absalom and Morrison’s Beloved (1987) because both
are novels about the wreckage caused by racial slavery and racial divi-
sion in the pre- and post-Civil War period.> However, Philip Weinstein,
Roberta Rubenstein, and John Duvall have noted that Morrison’s Jazz
also reprises many of the central motifs of 4bsalom. More specifically
and to extend that notion, it is through the character Golden Gray in
Jazz that Morrison offers readers another way to read the enigmatic
character Charles Bon, in Faulkner’s novel.

Absalom, Absalom! is often considered to be Faulkner’s greatest and
least readable novel. In 1936, when Faulkner had just finished writing
Absalom, he offered the opinion that his latest novel “is the best novel
yet written by an American” (Bezzerides 83). But most contemporary
reviewers did not share Faulkner’s assessment. Reviewing the novel
for the New Yorker, Clifton Fadiman said the publication of 4bsalom
marks “the final blowup of what was once a remarkable, if minor tal-
ent” (64). The reviewer for Time offered a more nuanced opinion that
anticipates the view of many beleaguered twenty-first-century readers
of the novel. He wrote that Absalom is “the strangest, longest, least
readable, most infuriating and yet in some respects the most impres-
sive novel that William Faulkner has written” (“Southern” 67). Cer-
tainly many students would agree that the novel is infuriating and un-
readable. Indeed, some have volunteered the opinion that the book is
only nominally in the English language.

The difficulty of Absalom, Absalom! is its opaque, modernist form.
Simply put, Absalom is the story of a southern plantation owner and
slaveholder, Thomas Sutpen, and his (black and white) descendants.
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Faulkner chooses to tell the story of the rise and fall of the House of
Sutpen through a series of character-narrators who tell fragmentary,
variant, and sometimes contradictory versions and who often seem
to not know the story they tell. More maddening still, these charac-
ter-narrators tell the story in sentences overburdened with qualifying
phrases added to qualifying phrases and clauses heaped upon clauses
(with repeated turns to negative constructions that seem to not tell) in
narrations that seem to dance around the subject and take two steps
backward for every one step forward.

What is most puzzling about this opaque formal structure is that the
novel appears to be a search for meaning even as the waves of dense
prose work to conceal meaning.* The novel begins with a mystery
that the character-narrators ostensibly are trying to solve: After fight-
ing side by side for four years during the Civil War, why did Henry
Sutpen draw his gun at the gate of the Sutpen mansion and shoot and
kill Charles Bon, a man who was his beloved friend and the fiancé
of his sister? Four character-narrators seem to weave endless circles
of words around this mysterious murder: Miss Rosa Coldfield, the
sister of Sutpen’s wife and herself the fiancée of Thomas Sutpen for
a short time; Mr. Compson, the son of General Compson, Thomas
Sutpen’s only friend; Quentin Compson, Mr. Compson’s son; and
Shreve McCannon, a Canadian who is Quentin’s roommate at Har-
vard. Curiously, a motive for the murder is only proposed in the final
pages of the novel by the two character-narrators who are the furthest
removed from the events they narrate, Quentin and Shreve. Prior to
this long deferred denouement, the character-narrators seem stymied.
Mr. Compson, for example, plainly states that his telling fails to tell:

It’s just incredible. It just does not explain. Or perhaps that’s it: they don’t
explain and we are not supposed to know. . . . Yes, Judith, Bon, Henry, Sut-
pen: all of them. They are there, yet something is missing: they are like a
chemical formula . . . ; you bring them together in the proportions called for,

but nothing happens; you re-read, tedious and intent, poring, making sure
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that you have forgotten nothing, made no miscalculations; you bring them
together again and again nothing happens: just the words, the symbols, the
shapes themselves, shadowy, inscrutable and serene, against that turgid
background of a horrible and bloody mischancing of human affairs. (80)

On the surface, Mr. Compson seems to be merely expressing frus-
tration, the same frustration that the reader feels, who has slogged
through pages of aimlessly meandering sentences only to be told that
Mr. Compson’s account “does not explain.” Read for coded meanings,
however, Mr. Compson’s words contain clues that point to the reason
why his narration fails. His account “does not explain” because “some-
thing is missing.” If one turns to Toni Morrison, she points out that race
is what “you can’t find” (“Art” 101) in the character-narrators’ telling
of the fall of the southern planter class.

In a 1993 interview in the Paris Review, Morrison describes putting
together for her students a lecture where she traced the absence of race
in Absalom, Absalom!:

Faulkner in Absalom, Absalom! spends the entire book tracing race, and
you can’t find it. No one can see it, even the character who is black can’t
see it. I did this lecture for my students that took me forever, which was
tracking all the moments of withheld, partial or disinformation, when a ra-
cial fact or clue sort of comes out but doesn’t quite arrive. I just wanted to
chart it. I listed its appearance, disguise and disappearance on every page,
I mean every phrase! . . . Do you know how hard it is to withhold that kind
of information but hinting, pointing all of the time? And then to reveal it in
order to say that is not the point anyway? It is technically just astonishing.
As a reader you have been forced to hunt for a drop of black blood that
means everything and nothing. The insanity of racism. So the structure is
the argument. . . . No one has done anything quite like that ever. So, when
I critique, what I am saying is, I don’t care if Faulkner was a racist or not;
I don’t personally care, but I am fascinated by what it means to write like
this. (“Art” 101)
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As Morrison perceptively observes, Absalom is such a technically
demanding novel because the white southern character-narrators cen-
sor their narratives of any “racial fact or clue.” Race is “withheld”
or “disguise[d]”; or it appears as “disinformation.” In particular, the
character-narrators erase signs of racial intermixture that threaten
white dominance. Miss Rosa’s narration is a case in point. Purportedly
she is telling the Sutpen story to Quentin to explain “why Heaven saw
fit to let us lose [the war]” (13), but her explanation fails to explain be-
cause she omits any reference to people of color save as a slave under-
class. For example, she never mentions the octoroon wife of Charles
Bon, who visits Sutpen’s Hundred and whom Mr. Compson saw; nor
does she ever mention Charles Bon’s son by the octoroon wife, whom
Judith and Clytie raised at Sutpen’s Hundred. Charles Bon’s mulatto
race son is absent from Miss Rosa’s narration even when she buries
Judith in a grave next to him. This kind of racial omission, as Morrison
points out, is “on every page, I mean every phrase” of the novel, and it
is driven by a white refusal to acknowledge any black-white interfac-
ing.

The critical “racial fact” that is “withheld” by the narrators until
the final pages of the novel is Charles Bon’s racial identity. Charles
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Bon is “shadowy,” “curious,” “enigmatic,” and “impenetrable” (74)
in their telling because they refuse to acknowledge the merging of
white and black that he embodies. Bon’s long-withheld identity is the
solution to the mystery of why Henry killed Bon; and this “missing”
racial factor is only restored when Quentin and Shreve, far removed
from the South in a dorm room in Cambridge, surmise that Charles
Bon was Thomas Sutpen’s unacknowledged son by a woman of mixed
race, whom Henry killed to prevent a black man from marrying his
sister. In the novel’s closing sentences, the Canadian Shreve says what
the other character-narrators have evaded or disguised with language:
Charles Bon—Charles Good—whom Rosa, Henry, and Judith love,
is a “nigger Sutpen” (302). The long-deferred revelation that Charles

Bon embodies the threat of racial mixing explains why Henry killed
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his beloved friend. But there remains still another mystery in the novel:
Why is Charles Bon so determined to defy Henry’s interdiction even in
the face of death?

In their reconstructions of events, Mr. Compson, Quentin, and
Shreve all insist that Charles leaves Henry no option but to kill him.
Henry kills Charles at the last possible moment, on the eve of the wed-
ding, at the gate of the Sutpen mansion to which the two had ridden
side by side. Before that, Henry had repeatedly asked Charles: “Do you
renounce? and the other saying I do not renounce” (105). As Quen-
tin and Shreve observe, at any time, Bon could have backed down:
“‘He could have, but he never even tried” (286). Rather Bon chooses to
ride forward “calm and undeviating, . . . fatalist to the last” (105) right
into Henry’s bullets. It is Bon who forces Henry’s hand; it is Bon who
knows from the beginning what he will do; it is Bon, calm, smiling,
and unwavering, who delivers the ultimatum to Henry:

“You are my brother.”

“No, I'm not. I'm the nigger that’s going to sleep with your sister. Un-
less you stop me, Henry.” (286)

Reading these events, Philip Weinstein has interpreted Bon as “openly
suicidal when confronting the insult embodied in [his] black blood”
(What Else 149). Is Bon suicidal because of his mixed race? If not,
why does he insist on the marriage to Judith, knowing that Henry will
kill him if he persists? Why does he ride into Henry’s bullets?

By the end of Absalom, Absalom!, the reader understands that Miss
Rosa, Mr. Compson, Quentin, and Shreve are not writing the story of
Thomas Sutpen, but the story of Charles Bon. Ultimately, the char-
acter-narrators fail to write this story, because, to them, Charles Bon
is always a cipher. However, Morrison also has taken up the story of
Charles Bon, and her telling penetrates the seemingly “impenetrable”
Charles Bon. As a number of scholars have observed, Morrison’s

Reading Faulkner through Morrison 13



Golden Gray in Jazz is an avatar of Charles Bon, and an intertextual
reading of Jazz with Absalom suggests an answer to the haunting ques-
tion: why does Charles demand recognition? Why does he refuse to
obey the southern interdiction against racial merging?

As Weinstein, Duvall, and Rubenstein have observed, Golden Gray
and Charles Bon seem to be doubles—alike and different. Both Charles
Bon and Golden Gray are raised as privileged white men who discover
when they reach manhood that one of their parents is black. Both are
raised by women who lie to them; both are fatherless and feel this loss
as an aching absence; and both are driven to find the absent father.
A critical difference between the two men is that Bon, whose “black
blood” derives from his mother, goes in search of his white father,
Thomas Sutpen, while Golden Gray is determined to find his black
father. The truly signifying difference between the two stories is the
way the white father, Thomas Sutpen, and the black father, Hunter’s
Hunter or Henry LesTroy, respond (or do not respond) to the return of
a long-lost son.’

As Quentin and Shreve reconstruct Bon’s story, Bon is a son in search
of “indisputable recognition” from his missing father (255). He needs
“the physical touch even though in secret, hidden—the living touch of
that flesh warmed before he was born by the same blood which it had
bequeathed him to warm his own flesh with” (255). Whereas Golden
Gray’s black father welcomes him into his home (172), when Sutpen
sees Charles, there is “no flicker, nothing, [in] the face in which he
saw his own features” (278). In the Quentin-Shreve narration, Charles
thinks to himself: “He would just have to write ‘I am your father. Burn
this’and I would do it. Or if not that, a sheet a scrap of paper with the
one word ‘Charles’in his hand, and I would know what he meant and
he would not even have to ask me to burn i’ (261). But Sutpen gives
Charles “no word” (285), “no sign” (256). When his father, Thomas
Sutpen, refuses to acknowledge him, he resolves to marry Judith so as
to be recognized as a member of the family.
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Sutpen refuses to acknowledge Charles because Charles embodies a
blurring of black and white that threatens white racial purity. Sutpen is
not alone in this denial of racial intermixture. He is representative of all
the southern planters who refused to recognize their own black prog-
eny. Morrison’s Jazz records this same southern refusal to see or to
know what was plainly before them—black and white interrelatedness.
The slaveholder, Colonel Gray, in Jazz, has “seven mulatto children
on his land” (141), none of whom are acknowledged. To cite anoth-
er instance, when Vera Louise, the white daughter of the slaveholder
Colonel Gray, becomes pregnant by a black boy, her family refuses
to recognize her and “no word, then or ever, passed between them”
(141). Vera Louise’s family acts as if she and her mulatto son, Golden
Gray, do not exist in the same way that Sutpen refuses to recognize
the existence of his mulatto son, Charles Bon. The narrative form of
Absalom, Absalom! seems to repeat Thomas Sutpen’s act of disowning
by withholding until the last pages of the novel Charles Bon’s identity
as Sutpen’s black son.

Both Golden Gray and Charles Bon embody an interplay of black
and white that the white southern characters in the two novels insist
does not exist. In Jazz, through the narrative of Golden Gray and Wild,
Morrison explores that border zone in a way that explains why Charles
Bon dies to defend it. Gray starts out as a man who clings to white
privilege and who seeks out his black father to kill him; but eventually
he changes and comes to embrace his mixed racial identity. Wild, the
wild black woman he meets on the way to find his father, incarnates
the blackness that whites in the novel are determined to segregate and
contain. The unexpected idyllic union of Gray and Wild symbolizes
Gray’s complete owning of the interdependence of black and white, an
owning that makes Gray whole.

Golden Gray changes in Jazz. Reared as a privileged white, he as-
sumes that white privilege is natural and immutable. For him, the color
line is uncrossable until his eighteenth birthday when he is told that his
father is a black man, and everything changes: “He had always thought
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there was only one kind [of black person]—True Belle’s kind. Black
and nothing. Like Henry LesTroy. Like the filthy woman snoring on
the cot. But there was another kind—Ilike himself” (149). Before he
learns of his own black ancestry, blacks are “nothing.” This equation of
blacks with “nothing” resonates with Absalom, Absalom! where blacks
are also seen as “nothing” or ciphers, and they are erased from the nar-
rative.

At first, faced with his own black heritage, Gray wants to erase it,
and he searches for his father so as to kill the source of this black blood.
On the way, he encounters Wild, who, fleeing him, runs headlong into
a tree and is knocked unconscious. Wild, as her name suggests, exists
outside of the dominant white culture. “[N]aked, berry-black,” “cov-
ered with mud,” “leaves . . . in her hair” (144), she is “an armful of
black, liquid female” (145). Gray’s spontaneous reaction to her echoes
the word “nothing”: “He wants nothing to do with what he has seen”
(144). She embodies exactly what Gray and the whites in both Jazz
and Absalom are trying to expel, and, bending to examine her, Gray
“hold[s] his breath against infection or odor or something. Something
that might touch or penetrate him” (144). Even when Gray decides
to lift the girl into his carriage and carry her with him to his father’s
house, his motive for taking her with him is to distance himself from
blackness: “the awful-looking thing lying in wet weeds was everything
he was not as well as a proper protection against and anodyne to what
he believed his father to be, and therefore (if it could just be contained,
identified)}—himself” (149). Gray’s word choice here is significant.
The wild, naked, black girl is “everything he was not”; that is, she
is the opposite black pole that imbues a white identity with meaning,
and, juxtaposed with this naked, wild black girl, Golden Gray feels
intensely his white difference. She is the black “not me” in relation to
which a white identity signifies.

At this juncture in Golden Gray’s story, something unexpected
happens. Looking at the “savage” woman, he wonders if “the figure”
was “a thing that touched him” (149); that is, he wonders if they are
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continuous; does he contain within himself what she is? Even “at the
moment when his scare was sharpest” she “looked also like home
comfortable enough to wallow in” (150). The word “home” here
points to Freud’s definition of the uncanny double. For Freud, the
uncanny double is the unheimlich, or unhomelike, that which is our
own but which we have estranged by denial, as signified by the prefix
“un.” Gray’s first reaction to this eerie sense of kinship is to again
deny it: “But who could live in that leafy hair? That unfathomable
skin?” (150). Then he recalls that “he already had lived in and with it:
True Belle had been his first and major love, which may be why two
gallops beyond that hair, that skin, their absence was unthinkable”
(150). Formerly he had defined True Belle as “black and nothing,”
but he now perceives that she is “home,” and her absence would leave
him lacking.

Golden Gray’s black kin includes not only True Belle, who moth-
ered him, but also the black father he never knew and whom he now
realizes he needs. When Gray arrives at Henry LesTroy’s cabin, he
brings with him the unconscious wild woman. Waiting for his father
to arrive, Gray changes into the “formal, elegant” (157) clothes he
brought for the occasion. When he lays them on the bed and looks at
the arrangement, it looks like “an empty man with one arm folded un-
der” and he feels an aching, insupportable loss:

Only now, he thought, now that I know I have a father, do I feel his ab-
sence: the place where he should have been and was not. Before, I thought
everybody was one-armed, like me. Now I feel the surgery. The crunch
of bone when it is sundered, the sliced flesh and the tubes of blood cut
through, shocking the bloodrun and disturbing the nerves. They dangle
and writhe. Singing pain. Waking me with the sound of itself, thrumming
when I sleep so deeply it strangles my dreams away. There is nothing for
it but to go away from where he is not to where he used to be and might be
still. Let the dangle and the writhe see what it is missing; let the pain sing

to the dirt where he stepped in the place where he used to be and might be
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still. I don’t need the arm. But I do need to know what it could have been
like to have had it. . . . This part of me that does not know me, has never
touched me or lingered at my side. When I find it, will it wave to me: Ges-
ture, beckon to me to come along? . . . . It doesn’t matter. I will locate it
so the severed part can remember the snatch, the slice of is disfigurement.
Perhaps then the arm will no longer be a phantom, but will take its own
shape, grow its own muscle and bone, and its blood will pump from the
loud singing that has found the purpose of its serenade. (158-59)

Morrison’s prose here hammers home how essential a father is to a
son’s development of self-identity. The absence of a father is compared
to the amputation of an arm. Without his black father, Gray is “an emp-
ty man.” Gray, who had started out with the objective of killing his
black father, now sees that there is an emptiness in him that only his
father’s presence can fill:

What do I care what the color of his skin is, or his contact with my mother?
When I see him, or what is left of him, I will tell him all about the missing
part of me and listen for his crying shame. I will exchange then; let him
have mine and take his as my own and we will both be free, arm-tangled
and whole. (158-59)

The freedom and autonomy he seeks, he understands now, is not to
be found in distancing and denying what is his own, as his arm is his
own, but by embracing it. He can be “whole” and “free” only if “arm-
tangled” with his black father. The denial of kinship that characterizes
Absalom, Absalom! in Jazz leaves Golden Gray “amputated” because
he is insisting on imposing divisions on what is fluid and inmixed.
By accepting his black father and being accepted by his father, Gray
comes “home”; that is, he achieves “that longed for authenticity, . . . a
right to be in this place” (160).

Like his black father, Wild is also necessary to Golden Gray. The
text of Jazz aligns Henry LesTroy and Wild. To Gray, Wild seems both
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“savage” (155) and like the very embodiment of blackness; similarly,
Gray envisions his missing father as “the blackest man in the world”
(157) and as “the black and savage man who bothered him and abused
his arm” (160). Whereas Henry LesTroy is the returned absent father,
Wild is a substitute for a lost emotional attachment to his first mother,
True Belle; and, unlike Charles Bon’s story, Golden Gray’s ends with a
reconciliation of cultural oppositions like mother and father and black
and white. Morrison conjures this space outside of culture’s exclusive,
either-or ordering with the image of Gray’s “young man’s head of
yellow hair long as a dog’s tail next to [Wild’s] skein of black wool”
(167) and with a glimpse of Wild and Golden Gray’s rock home. Some
seventeen years after the reader last sees Gray and the pregnant Wild,
Wild’s son, Joe Trace, tracks his mother to a natural burrow in a rock
formation. Joe Trace had been seeking his lost mother; what he finds
1s the union of mother and father, nature and culture, self and other, a
union that the social order forbids, but, inside this “private place,” Joe
feels “at peace” (183).

That peace is denied to Charles Bon in Absalom, Absalom!, but he
dies to affirm it. Whereas Golden Gray in Jazz finds “home,” Charles
Bon is always a “forlorn nameless and homeless lost child” (215)
who comes to the door of his father’s house and is turned away. Philip
Weinstein characterizes Bon’s homelessness this way: “In the patri-
archal poetics of Absalom, black is an uninhabitable subject position
for a mulatto son” (What Else 149). To modify somewhat Weinstein’s
reading, it is not that the mulatto son cannot assume subjectivity, it is
that whites in the novel refuse to permit a mulatto son to inhabit the
subject position. Charles Bon can be a subject as long as he is interpret-
ed as a white man. However, if he insists on having a trace of African
ancestry acknowledged, then whites dictate that he must be “a nigger,”
who does not signify. Bon is killed precisely because he will be both
black and a subject, and this is what he means when he says to Henry:
“I’m the nigger that’s going to sleep with your sister. Unless you stop
me, Henry” (286). Bon does not die because “the insult embodied in
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[his own] black blood” (What Else 149) makes him “suicidal,” but be-
cause he will not “renounce”(105) the racial intermixing that he em-
bodies and that a marriage to Judith threatens; and, when Henry shoots
Bon, the murder is the last of the novel’s many attempts to erase Bon’s
meaning.

Bon refuses to collude with a white-dominant culture that denies
racial elision so as to foster the myth that cultural designations such as
black and white are separate, unbridgeable categories. Read for latent
meanings, his last dying gesture is to affirm what white southerners
would deny—that black and white are continuous with one another.
Bon’s last gesture is to switch Judith’s photograph with a photograph
of his octoroon wife and child so that, after his death, Judith finds on
his body a metal case that had contained a picture of her but that now
frames an image of the octoroon wife and child. The reason for Bon’s
switching of the pictures is the subject of much speculation in the nov-
el.® Tt is also of note that Charles Bon is censored throughout the novel.
The switching of the pictures is a coded message; it is a way for him to
speak in his own voice. What does he say? The picture substitution—
replacing Judith’s photograph with a photograph of the other woman
and child—suggests an equation of two women and two families: just
as he loves and is related to Judith so also he loves and is tied to this
woman and their child, who are culturally defined by “a drop of black
blood.”” As Morrison astutely notes of Absalom, Absalom!, “a drop of
black blood . . . means everything and nothing.” Bon’s drop of black
blood is made “nothing,” or erased, by whites in the novel, but without
it, Charles Bon, like Golden Gray, is incomplete: it is “everything” to
him. The picture of the octoroon wife and child that Bon carries to his
death is a concrete way for Bon to acknowledge his tie to people of
color. The picture says: “they are mine and I am theirs,” and, if we read
Faulkner through Morrison, we can decipher Bon’s message.
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1. Morrison is thoroughly versed in Faulkner’s fiction. Her MA thesis at How-
ard University was a study of alienation in the fiction of Faulkner and Virginia
Woolf. During interviews and in her critical work Playing in the Dark, Morrison
has talked about teaching and reading Faulkner.

2. Duvall writes that Morrison “causes us to rethink Faulkner” (5). Kolmerten,
Ross, and Wittenberg write that “our reading of Faulkner has been—must be—
profoundly changed by our reading of Morrison” (xv), O’Donnell writes that one
should read Faulkner “through Morrison” (226).

3. See essays by Hogan, Kodat, and Novak in Kolmerten, et al., Unflinching Gaze.

Critics have offered a number of explanations of this off-putting form. Among
other interpretations, some have suggested that Faulkner’s form approximates
his meaning that all representation is misrepresentation because words never
get the meaning right. See O’Donnell; Matthews; Kartiganer; Watkins; Irwin;
Brooks; Weinstein, Faulkner s Subject; Moreland; and Fowler, “Reading the Ab-
sences” and Faulkner: The Return of the Repressed.

5. As Rubenstein notes, both Gray and Bon are “defined by the radical absence of
the father,” and both are “haunted” by a need to be “legitimized by that father”
(157).

6. For her part, Miss Rosa refuses to recognize the existence of the octoroon wife or
her child, and, accordingly, in her account she omits the switch. As she sees the
scene, the picture in the frame is of Judith. The substitution of the photograph of
the octoroon wife and child for Judith’s picture is Mr. Compson’s contribution to
the story of Charles Bon, and, for Mr. Compson, by switching the pictures, Bon
proves himself to be “at least an intending bigamist even if not an out and out
blackguard” (71). Later, in the course of his joint narration with Quentin, Shreve
revises Mr. Compson’s hard judgment. Shreve speculates that Bon replaced Ju-
dith’s photograph with the picture of the other woman and child so as to earn
Judith’s contempt and release her: “It was because he said to himself, ‘If Henry
don’t mean what he said, it will be all right; I can take it out and destroy it. But
if he does mean what he said, it will be the only way I will have to say to her, I
was no good, do not grieve for me’”(287).

7. Muhlenfeld astutely argues that Judith’s actions of racial inclusion following
Bon’s death are driven by the switched pictures. After Bon’s murder, Judith in-
vites Bon’s octoroon wife and their child to mourn at Bon’s grave, and, when
Bon’s son is orphaned, she brings him to live with her and Clytie at Sutpen’s
Hundred. In Muhlenfeld’s reading, Judith interprets the switched pictures as
meaning that Bon loved his octoroon wife and son, and, because he cared for
them, she welcomes them into the Sutpen home.
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Misreading “the Other” as a Strategy of Narrative
Empathy in Go Down, Moses

Patrick E. Horn

William Faulkner’s fiction frequently depicts the limits and failures
of human empathy, which can be defined as imaginative identification
with the minds of others through both cognitive and affective domains.!
In particular, Go Down, Moses (1942) may be read as an extended med-
itation on the limits of interracial empathy in nineteenth- and twenti-
eth-century US southern culture. In the first chapter, titled “Was,” slave
owner Hubert Beauchamp is so blinded by racial categorization that
he fails to recognize that the very slave whose future hangs in the bal-
ance of a high-stakes hand of poker is the one dealing the cards. In
“The Fire and the Hearth,” two distant cousins fail to imaginatively
identify with each other’s mental state—one unable to manage single
parenthood following his wife’s death, the other deprived of his wife’s
company without request, permission, or explanation—because, ac-
cording to the logic of Jim Crow, one is “white” and the other “black.”
In “Pantaloon in Black,” a sheriff’s deputy fundamentally misreads the
actions of a grieving man who has recently lost his wife as a sign of the
man’s inhumanity. In “The Old People,” Walter Ewell derides Boon
Hogganbeck’s powers of perception, quipping that what the large buck
Boon claimed to see was probably just “somebody’s stray cow” (178).
In “The Bear,” the (white) authors of an antebellum plantation ledger
are unable to comprehend why a (black) mother would commit suicide
after her daughter is seduced by her own (white) father and then dies in
childbirth. In “Delta Autumn,” an old white man cannot imagine why a
southern black woman might willingly enter into a sexual relationship
with a young white lover, and in “Go Down, Moses,” a “progressive”
but sanctimonious white lawyer characterizes an old black woman’s
desire for justice after her grandson is executed as a penchant for pag-
eantry. Each story turns around a failure to empathize with some figure
of categorical difference.
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Empathy, an imaginative interpersonal relation, can enable individ-
uals to transcend categorical differences, such as race, gender, class,
culture, and sexuality—converting perceptions of “Others” into rec-
ognition of fellow humans.? Empathy relies upon “theory of mind”
cognitive processes in which humans intuit the mental states of others
by interpreting facial expressions, postures, gestures, and other forms
of nonverbal communication, as well as all the nuances of language.
These “mindreading” functions begin to develop at an early age and
become a common part of daily life for most humans, although some
studies have found that autistic subjects have trouble performing
them.* Unlike its close cousin sympathy, empathy involves a “feeling
into” that comes close to embodying the other—hence its popular con-
notations of “walking a mile in someone else’s shoes” and “feeling
one’s pain”—as opposed to merely describing pity or compassion or
feeling for others.

Empathy is also central to the experience of reading fiction, which
both requires and promotes various forms of identification with unfa-
miliar narrators and characters. Melanie Green and other social scien-
tists have researched the cognitive phenomenon of “narrative trans-
port”—the process by which readers enter into narrative worlds and
experience forms of disconnection or “escape” from their actual, em-
bodied surroundings. Transportation theory helps to explain the “phe-
nomenological experience of enjoyment through immersion in a narra-
tive world” as well as the “persuasive effects of narratives” (Green et
al. 312). Becoming transported by or absorbed in a work of literature
can also bring about less pleasant emotions such as fear, grief, or anger.
Imaginative immersion in fictional worlds predisposes readers to ex-
perience narrative empathy. Fritz Breithaupt writes that “fiction exists
by inviting, channeling, and managing empathy” (402), and the same
might be said more broadly of narratives in general. While human re-
sponses to narratives seem to rely upon empathy, the experience of
empathy is also grounded in the practices of constructing, telling, and
repeating narratives—practices that human children of various (if not
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all) cultures learn at a very young age (Prince 58). Lisa Zunshine ex-
plains that “literature pervasively capitalizes on and stimulates theory
of mind mechanisms that had evolved to deal with real people. . . . As
a sustained representation of numerous interacting minds, the novel
feeds the representation-hungry complex of cognitive adaptations
whose very condition of being is a constant social stimulation” (10).
For these reasons, a narratological approach to literature—one that
attends closely to narrative structures and relationships—may allow
readers to better understand the complex cognitive dynamics that pro-
duce the varied responses to literary texts.

Narrative empathy emerges along multiple axes or planes of rela-
tion. First, we can analyze the diegetic empathy of certain narrators or
characters for other narrators or characters. This term harks back to the
ancient Greeks’ distinction between diegesis, or narrated content, and
mimesis, or represented content. For Plato, poets who narrated histori-
cal events engaged in diegesis: “the poet is speaking in his own person;
he never leads us to suppose that he is any one else.” But when they
spoke in the voice of historical figures, they engaged in mimesis, as
when Homer “does all that he can to make us believe that the speaker
is not Homer, but the aged priest [Chryses] himself” (I11.86). In more
contemporary terms, film scholars distinguish between diegetic sounds
and musical scores: dialogue and other “sound issuing from the story
space” are considered an organic component of the film’s auditory
“narrative,” while a score is generally considered to be piped in from
“outside” the film’s ostensible “reality” (Bordwell 332). Following this
logic, one might say that diegetic empathy is the empathy that emerges
(or fails to emerge) within the narrative “world” of the fictional text.

Imagine a simple scene in which one character narrates the expe-
rience of some other character: In addition to the narrator’s diegetic
empathy for the character described (or lack thereof), the reader may
empathize (to varying degrees) with the narrator as well as the other
character.* However, this readerly empathy is rarely experienced as a
perfect mirroring of the narrator’s own mindset. While readers may be
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inclined to identify more closely with the positions and attitudes of the
narrator than those of other characters in the text, readers also consider
the narrator’s interests and motives, as well as the appropriateness of
his or her characterizations and responses to events, as the plot of a
narrative unfolds. James Phelan emphasizes the role of “narrative pro-
gression” in readers’ formulations of narrative judgments. The experi-
ence of reading entails a “synthesis of both the textual dynamics that
govern the movement of narrative from beginning through middle to
end” as well as the readers’ responses to those events (3). Therefore,
although readers may not identify perfectly with the attitudes and be-
liefs of the narrator, they do tend to experience a given fictional text
similarly. “Texts are designed by authors in order to affect readers in
particular ways,” although the “efficacy” of their designs varies from
reader to reader (4). Phelan proposes that narratives can be best un-
derstood as rhetorical acts through which meaning is produced as an
exchange between author, text, and reader.

Suzanne Keen envisions narrative empathy as a form of commu-
nication that originates with the author imagining some intended au-
dience. She argues that authors employ various modes of strategic
empathy, “attempt[ing] to direct an emotional transaction through a
fictional work aimed at a particular audience, not necessarily includ-
ing every reader who happens upon the text” (142).° Keen describes
the reader’s experience of narrative empathy in terms of accuracy:
Targeted readers receive the author’s “transmission” either accurately
or inaccurately. While authors such as Faulkner may very well write
with some intended message or motive in mind, Keen’s model seems
to trivialize the complexity of fictional texts; it reduces the narrative
form to a communiqué, and it potentially excludes those readers not
intended as “recipients.” This essay proposes a more open-ended and
text-centered notion of narrative empathy wherein authors craft their
literary works in order to structure readers’ responses, with varying
degrees of efficacy. These responses may not be reducible to “accu-
rate” or “inaccurate” receptions; they may include internal conflict and
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dissonance as well as simple identifications, and they are likely to shift
and change as the narrative progresses. As Fritz Breithaupt and others
have noted, the absence of diegetic empathy may elicit readerly empa-
thy more strongly than the most empathetic narrator. Faulkner’s fiction
often functions in this manner: Some of his most powerful statements
or messages are indirect, unspoken, or even disavowed. Who can read,
for example, Jason Compson’s characterization of his niece Quentin in
The Sound and the Fury (1929)—"0Once a bitch always a bitch, what
I say” (173)—without experiencing a visceral negative reaction to his
words? Reading this passage, one is more likely to identify with the
niece’s misfortune of having Jason as a guardian than to accept his
statement at face value. But who can determine the extent to which
readers’ sentiments or conclusions “accurately” reflect Faulkner’s
own? We might more profitably examine the ways in which literary
texts structure and elicit certain responses: the technologies of narra-
tive empathy:.

Not only do the stories that comprise Go Down, Moses culminate
in dramatic misperceptions and mischaracterizations; they are struc-
tured in a manner that encourages readers to recognize and respond to
these failures. By revealing the actual attitudes and beliefs of the “Oth-
ered” characters before they are then seemingly misjudged, the stories
highlight the errors of those who pass judgment in advance, or lacking
full knowledge: In other words, they implicitly critique the logic of
prejudice. The text therefore informs the reader about the diegetic truth
of each situation within the ordered, contained world of the narrative
before depicting misperceptions on the part of narrators or characters,
which are often premised on racialized logic.® These crucial failures
of empathy often occur at or near the end of the story, when the reader
will be best informed about the mental states of the characters in ques-
tion and therefore most able to recognize the errors—a psychological
version of dramatic irony. Through this construction, Faulkner’s sto-
ries in Go Down, Moses prepare readers to identify and reject the failed
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empathy of certain narrators and characters by first enabling readers to
empathize with those characters who are later misjudged as “Others.”
Scholars have long discussed and debated how much credit and/or
blame Faulkner merits for his fictional depictions of difficult cultural
material. Racism, sexism, classism, violence, and simple human cru-
elty all feature prominently in his work. Therefore, critics often ques-
tion the extent to which readers should consider the author guilty of, or

E1Y

at least embroiled in, his own characters’ “sins.” When does a literary
text move from portraying, say, racist behavior to actually becoming
a racist text? Philip Weinstein argues that Faulkner’s black characters
are “largely deprived by the narrative of interior voice, of point of
view, of a sense of their own past and future (their memories and de-
sires)—blacks as represented by Faulkner are truncated figures” (44).
In a similar vein, Thadious M. Davis writes that “Faulkner seems able
to acknowledge the tyranny of the cultural stereotype, especially in his
portraits of Lucas and Rider. . . . He transforms it more fully into an
underlying imaginative conception which serves his art, though he still
cannot escape it” (243).

Although there will be no attempt to offer any definitive answer to
the age-old questions of authorial intention or responsibility, it will be
argued that Faulkner’s novel, Go Down Moses, presents some of its
most offensive material in such a fashion as to guide the reader’s re-
sponse to it in particular ways.” Characters who malign “Others” most
egregiously in the novel do so in ways that contradict information to
which readers have previously been privy, or they appear to misrepre-
sent the nature of those characters’ actions. Typically in these situations
(though not always), white male characters misrepresent the thoughts
and actions of black characters, both male and female. But Faulkner’s
novel is structured such that it prompts readers to note and respond
to these misrepresentations. Therefore, one might consider Go Down,
Moses as a psychology experiment designed to elicit readers’ empa-
thy and disapproval or even outrage through the offensive attitudes
and behaviors of certain characters. Considering the text in this way
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should not necessarily excuse Faulkner for all of the misconceptions
that inhabit his fictional world, but it does seem to reveal his (at least
partial) awareness of them as such. Although the novel does reproduce
the ideology of Jim Crow in many of its representations, it seems to do
so in order to undermine that logic, inviting readers to critique its own
characters’ stated conclusions. Instances of conspicuous misjudgment
abound in the novel, but this essay will focus on three particular fail-
ures of diegetic empathy and the reader responses that these failures
seem designed to provoke. First, the scene from “Was” in which Terrel
(or “Turl”) deals a fateful hand of poker will be analyzed; then, the
deputy sheriff’s concluding statement in “Pantaloon in Black™ will be
examined; and finally, Gavin Stevens’s erroneous characterization of
Mollie Beauchamp in the novel’s final chapter will be addressed.®

Despite opening with a chase scene involving a fugitive slave, Go
Down, Moses’s first chapter sets a comic (or perhaps tragicomic) tone
for the novel. Tomey’s Turl, as readers later learn, is both half brother
and nephew to Buck and Buddy McCaslin, the unorthodox southern
planters who have allowed their slaves to take over the “big house”
and built themselves a log cabin instead (250-51). The chase is spo-
radic and convoluted: Turl initially eludes his pursuers, and he ulti-
mately helps determine his own fate through a poker game that results
from a confusing series of wagers between Buck, Buddy, and Hubert
Beauchamp.

The sordid subtext of this story is that human lives are treated as cur-
rency, as wagers to be “raised” and “called” or “passed.” Not only the
lives of slaves are gambled: In the final game, Buddy offers “Buck Mc-
Caslin against Sibbey’s dowry” (26). Hence, if Buddy loses, his brother
will have to marry Hubert’s sister Sophonsiba “without any dowry”
(25). This “dowry” is itself measured in human lives, for Hubert had
initially offered Sibbey’s reluctant suitor his female slave Tennie,
Turl’s love interest and eventual wife (259). The “pot” becomes more
complicated when Buddy raises “them two niggers,” meaning that Hu-
bert would have to pay $300 to purchase Turl if he loses. Ironically,
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the Joser of the hand would pay to keep the enslaved couple together.
This twisted wager therefore subverts both the ideal of white southern
womanhood—Buddy is desperately trying to free Buck from having to
marry Sophonsiba—and the usual conventions of American slavery, in
which enslaved couples were more often separated to suit their white
owners’ whims than united at the masters’ inconvenience.

Before the hand of poker began, Hubert had instructed Buddy’s
young cousin “Cass” McCaslin to “Go to the back door and holler.
Bring the first creature that answers, animal mule or human, that can
deal ten cards” (25). This meant, of course, a slave, though Hubert’s
instructions reveal his lack of conviction regarding the slaves’” human-
ity. After Buddy’s raise, and at the climactic point of the narrative, the
identity of the card dealer is revealed. Hubert glances up in the dark
room and shines a lamp on “Tomey’s Turl’s arms that were supposed to
be black but were not quite white” (28) and then up to reveal his face,
the face of a mixed-race relative whose life Buddy had just wagered.
The strategic positioning of this revelation renders it simultaneously
the story’s dramatic climax and a sort of anticlimax. Hubert merely
turns his cards “face-down” and says, “I pass, Amodeus” (28).

Hubert folds rather than calling Buddy’s bet because he realizes (too
late) that this “creature” who had dealt the cards might actually have
some interest and agency in the situation at hand. The outcome is later
recorded in the McCaslin plantation ledgers: “Tennie Beauchamp 21
yrs Won by Amodeus McCaslin from Hubert Beauchamp Esqre Pos-
sible Strait against three Treys in sigt Not called 1859 Marrid to Tomys
Turl 18597 (259). But it is Hubert’s initial failure to identify Turl (or
Terrel) as fully human, as an individual with vested interests and a pok-
er player like himself, that causes him to fold and therefore to lose the
bet: The story turns upon his dramatic failure of empathy. In the same
moment that Hubert realizes his folly—right after he asks “Who dealt
these cards, Amodeus?” (28)—readers can imagine the cleverness of
Turl, who may (the novel never reveals the final card) have intention-
ally dealt his half brother a straight. The failure, or belated appearance,
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of diegetic empathy elicits readerly empathy for the “Other”: readers
recognize Hubert’s folly, just as he does. As a result, Turl remains part
of the McCaslin family and gains a wife—and as it turns out, Buck
goes on to marry Sophonsiba anyway.’ This conclusion sets the tone
for the novel as a whole, and scenes of strategic misreading recur in
every subsequent story.

Critics have often questioned why Faulkner included the chapter
titled “Pantaloon in Black™ in the novel. This story does not directly
include any members of the McCaslin and Beauchamp families that
the other stories focus on; its central character, Rider, simply rents a
house on Roth Edmonds’s land. As Linda Wagner-Martin points out,
many early reviewers of the novel wondered “how . . . to relate that
story to the rest of the book™ (3). However, its pivotal scene, toward
the end of the chapter, reveals a startling failure of empathy caused by
racist ideology, and this failure places the story at the thematic heart of
the novel.

The chapter opens with the scene of Rider, a young black man of
enormous strength who works at the nearby sawmill, burying his young
wife Mannie. The unidentified narrator relates their brief romance
and marriage: Rider’s life of hard work, weekend whiskey and dice
games, and “nameless” women had changed six months ago “when
he saw Mannie, whom he had known all his life, for the first time”
(134). Since then the couple had lived a life of quiet routine: their sav-
ings steadily growing; he working weekends to rebuild, reroof, and
refloor the house; and she preparing for him “the sidemeat, the greens,
the cornbread, the buttermilk from the well-house, the cake which she
baked every Saturday now that she had a stove to bake in” (135). Their
brief life together is described in terms of newlywed commitment, con-
tentment, and prosperity—although the narrator’s commodification of
their relationship into soul food and home improvement calls up the
previous critiques by Davis and Weinstein. After her death, Rider sees
a vision of Mannie and begs her, “Wait. . . . Den lemme go wid you,
honey” (136). But the specter fades, and he descends into a terrible
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state of agitation and duress, working maniacally, walking aimlessly
and furiously through the woods, and eating without being able to taste
his food. When Rider’s uncle urges him to put his “faith and trust” in
the Lord, Rider rejects his advice: “Whut faith and trust? . . . Whut
Mannie ever done ter Him?” (140). Likewise, his aunt begs him to
pray, calling after Rider, “‘Spoot! Spoot!” . . . the name he had gone
by in his childhood and adolescence, before the men he worked with
and the bright dark nameless women he had taken in course and for-
gotten until he saw Mannie that day and said, ‘Ah’m thu wid all dat,’
began to call him Rider” (146). Through this narration, Rider emerges
as an individual with a family history and a complex psyche who has
undergone two life-changing experiences: He fell in love, and then his
beloved was inexplicably taken away. After Mannie’s death, neither
religion nor “white-mule” corn whiskey can assuage his mental an-
guish; he laments that “Hit look lack Ah just cant quit thinking” (154).
Rider’s grief and anger at God are made evident to the reader and at
least partly explain his sudden and violent action: Without warning, he
kills Birdsong, the white night watchman who had been cheating him
and the other mill workers at dice for fifteen years.

After Rider has been arrested, thrown in jail, taken out of the jail,
and lynched, the sheriff’s deputy relates the story to his wife:

They ain’t human. They look like a man and they walk on their hind legs
like a man, and they can talk and you can understand them and you think
they are understanding you, at least now and then. But when it comes to
the normal human feelings and sentiments of human beings, they might
just as well be a damn herd of wild buffaloes. (149-50)

This startling racist diatribe demonstrates the deputy’s utter lack of
empathy for a man so deeply bereaved at his wife’s death that he seem-
ingly sought out and ensured his own destruction. One might argue
that the entire story of “Pantaloon in Black” is engineered to exhib-
it the humanity of Rider; by the time readers encounter the deputy’s
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comment, it has become patently clear that his judgment is erroneous.
This scene of failed empathy seems designed to abrade and offend the
reader—not only because the comment is racist, but also because it
contradicts the emotional “facts” of the story that readers have already
witnessed. If the phenomenological experience of reading a story is,
as James Phelan explains, a process of forming judgments in progres-
sion with the developing plot, this statement is placed precisely at the
point where the readers’ judgments regarding Rider have become fully
formed. This placement makes it evident that the deputy has funda-
mentally misread Rider and his story.

“Pantaloon in Black™ also includes what Phelan calls an internal
“narratee,” or an audience embedded within the narrative: the deputy’s
wife, to whom he relates his version of the story’s events. Her reac-
tion to the deputy’s narrative serves as a ready model for the reader’s

3

own response. When he begins his account—"“Now you take this one
today”—she cuts him off before he can even begin, with the retort “I
wish you would” (150). Later, after he has recounted the entire series
of events, she upbraids him again: “I think if you eat any supper in this
house you’ll do it in the next five minutes” (154). The deputy’s wife’s
apparent lack of interest or credence in his account further undermines
his misreading of the story and inclines the reader to reject it as well.
Readers’ previously formed empathy for Rider (and perhaps also pre-
existing attitudes toward racist ideology) precludes the possibility of
readerly empathy for the sheriff’s deputy.

The introduction of Gavin Stevens as the mouthpiece for the novel’s
conclusion—and its final strategic misreading—is confounding and
double-voiced. The ostensibly progressive white lawyer is introduced
as “Gavin Stevens, Phi Beta Kappa, Harvard, Ph.D., Heidelberg”
(353), and he proves to be an intriguingly contradictory figure. Does
the unidentified narrator revere Stevens or mock him? Is this introduc-
tion homage or ridicule? At different points throughout the story, the
answer seems to be one or the other, or both simultaneously. Stevens’s
figure even seems at times to serve as an avatar for the flesh-and-blood
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figure of Faulkner himself, perhaps with a modicum or even a heap-
ing portion of self-satire. Like the author, he is a writer and a scholar
of sorts: His “serious vocation was a twenty-two-year-old unfinished
translation of the Old Testament back into classic Greek” (353). The
nature of this pursuit suggests both a passionate attention to detail and
a lack of regard for pragmatic applications of one’s work.

In the final chapter, “Go Down, Moses,” readers learn that Mollie
Beauchamp’s grandson, Samuel Beauchamp (aka “Butch”), is sched-
uled to be executed in Chicago for allegedly killing a policeman (a
charge that he denies). Mollie comes to Stevens’s office and tells him,
“I come to find my boy. . . . And you the law” (353-54). Mollie ex-
plains that Roth Edmonds “sold him in Egypt. . . . I just knows Pharoah
got him” (353-54), and Stevens remembers that Edmonds “had caught
the boy breaking into his commissary store and had ordered him off the
place and had forbidden him ever to return” (355). Like those in many
of Faulkner’s works, this scene reveals multiple perspectives from
which to understand a historical event. Here, even the semantic regis-
ters of Gavin and Mollie’s language are different: She speaks in an Old
Testament—infused African American vernacular, and his is the legalis-
tic language of prominent white landowners in the postbellum South.

Gavin Stevens’s initial response to Mollie’s request seems admi-
rable, especially given the racial codes and politics of their time (the
story is set in or around 1940). He consults the local newspaper editor;
he meets with Miss Worsham, an old white woman with whom Mollie
lives; he arranges a proper casket for the young man; and he solicits
donations in town to pay for Samuel’s burial. Yet while visiting Miss
Worsham and Mollie, Stevens seems troubled by Mollie’s accusation
that Edmonds “sold my Benjamin . . . Sold him in Egypt . . . Sold him
to Pharoah and now he dead” (362). His immediate response is “I’d
better go,” and the narration suggests that he feels unable to breathe
during this interchange. The reason for Stevens’s sudden shortness of
breath is unclear. Does he take offense at the charges that Mollie lev-
els at Roth Edmonds? Does he feel somehow complicit in the young
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man’s death? Does he disagree that whites are responsible for Butch’s
death? Or is he merely uncomfortable in Mollie’s presence and with
her incantatory song?

Stevens’s characterizations of Mollie Beauchamp mark her as “Oth-
er”’; Stevens focuses on her age, gender, and race, and he refers to her
throughout the story in the coded language of Jim Crow. Stevens’s first
address to Mollie—“Beauchamp? . . . You live on Mr Carothers Ed-
monds’ place” (353)—identifies her as a dependent and a member of
the racially stratified plantation society in which she was denied the
full rights of citizenship. Stevens’s deferential (full) naming of “Mr
Carothers Edmonds” contrasts with the terse “Beauchamp,” as he
greets her, devoid of courtesies or honorifics. When Mollie begins to
explain her situation, Stevens cuts her off with the dismissive phrase
“Wait, Aunty” (353), and he goes on to refer to her repeatedly, both in
his narration and his subsequent conversation with the newspaper edi-
tor, as “the old Negress” (354-55).

When Stevens learns that Mollie is the sister of a black man whom
Stevens has known all his life, he muses, “They were like that. You
could know two of them for years. . . . Then suddenly you learn by pure
chance that they are brothers or sisters” (354). Not only does Stevens’s
rhetoric of “you” and “them” establish Mollie Beauchamp as a racial-
ized Other, but his narration presumes an audience (or narratee) who,
like him, is white and accepts the racial hierarchies of the Jim Crow
South. In short, Stevens is unable or unwilling to imaginatively iden-
tify with Mollie, and rather than attempting to perceive their common
humanity, he emphasizes the inscrutability of blacks—an unknowable,
unpredictable “them”—with “their” ability to surprise people like “us.”

After Stevens has arranged a ceremonial burial for the young man,
he drives behind the hearse with the newspaper editor, Mr. Wilmoth.
Wilmoth tells Stevens that Mollie had instructed him, “I wants hit all
in de paper. All of hit” (365). This prompts Stevens to think, in what
are nearly the final words of the novel, “She doesn t care how he died.
She just wanted him home, but she wanted him to come home right. She
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wanted that casket and those flowers and the hearse and she wanted
to ride through town behind it in a car” (365). In this final rational-
ization, which Stevens feels compelled to make for perhaps the same
reasons that he previously “had to leave” the grieving grandmother,
he dismisses the nature of Samuel Beauchamp’s death, telling him-
self that “she doesn’t care how he died,” that Samuel was executed
for a crime that he may not have committed. The story opens with a
scene in which Samuel tells a census taker that his occupation is “get-
ting rich too fast” (352)—with the double connotation of robbery and
of a newfound prosperity that whites might not appreciate. Moreover,
Mollie’s injunction to put the story of Samuel’s death and burial in the
paper—"all of hit"—belies Stevens’s conclusion that she didn’t care
how he died. His description of Mollie’s desire for a proper burial for
her grandson as a childish or ostentatious demand to be humored by
tolerant whites such as himself—"that casket and those flowers and
the hearse”—and his description of the ceremony itself—"she wanted
to ride through town behind it in a car”—are dismissive and bereft of
empathy. Stevens, the self-appointed figure of white liberal tolerance,
absolves himself of any guilt in the matter by arranging the pageant
that he believes Mollie is really after.

Stevens’s neat resolution to the events in “Go Down, Moses” also
misjudges the importance of Samuel’s death. Over the course of Go
Down, Moses, the McCaslin and Beauchamp lines falter and fail, in
both their white and black lineages. Ike McCaslin is childless and
nearing eighty at the beginning of the novel. Samuel’s mother Nat dies
in childbirth, and his father abandons him. Roth Edmonds’s child with
the unnamed woman in “Delta Autumn” is unlikely to grow up with
any intimate knowledge of his ancestral land or family relations; he
may never return. This final death represents the culmination of a long
series of failures to thrive; the McCaslin and Beauchamp descendents
are few and scattered; the dissolution of two once-proud southern
families is almost complete. Therefore, Stevens’s complacent sum-
mary seems especially inappropriate to this final, tragic turn of events.
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Stevens misreads Mollie and her story: Despite his good intentions
and his attempts to appease the old woman, he fails to empathize with
her or her family on a fundamental human level. Readers are likely to
find his conclusion unsettling and inappropriate, incommensurate with
the scope of the novel’s dramatic subject. Gavin Stevens’s failure of
diegetic empathy is Faulkner’s finishing touch: one final misjudgment
designed to elicit the reader’s uncomfortable or dissatisfied response.

As discussed earlier in this essay, scholars disagree about the extent
to which Faulkner’s fiction should be considered guilty of the same
problems and shortcomings it highlights. Lee Jenkins acknowledges
that black characters are often treated unfairly by white characters in
Faulkner’s fiction, but insists that they are ultimately allowed a degree
of autonomy and dignity. “Faulkner’s [black characters] . . . may still
be the obverse reflection of the whites they live among, but they are at
least recognized as entities who cannot be easily known, whose real-
ity must be grasped with some effort, and who may conceivably have
some hard-earned and honorable conception of themselves that may
belie the mockery, contempt, and amusement of paternalistic whites”
(223). The reader is left to cipher the attempts of African American
characters at “some . . . honorable conception of themselves” (223),
and it is often only through the conspicuous absence of (white) empa-
thy that Faulkner gestures toward the dignity or shared humanity of the
(black) Other.

A narratological approach to Faulkner’s fiction that accounts for the
text’s role in guiding and eliciting readerly empathy for “the Other”
might help to contextualize the literary sins of which the author is
sometimes accused. The notion that his black characters “cannot be
casily known” does not always hold true in this novel; Lucas Beau-
champ and Rider are two examples of black characters who emerge
with psychological depth and individual identity.!® But Faulkner’s
fiction often features white characters who fail to “know” their black
counterparts—and even their black relatives—because of dramatic
failures of diegetic empathy. These failures are strategically placed
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to highlight their errors and misjudgments. David Wyatt argues that
“when it comes to race, we are all readers, or misreaders; race is not
a fact, but America’s most complex and damaging figuration. And
Faulkner makes it clear [in Go Down, Moses] that any take on race will
be a reading” (281). Perhaps the way twenty-first-century readers, ap-
proach that reading can shed new light on Faulkner’s art.

Go Down, Moses demonstrates that the absence of diegetic empathy
may function as a powerful technology for eliciting readerly empathy,
especially when its absence is strategically placed in conspicuous loca-
tions. The failures by many of Faulkner’s narrators or characters to em-
pathize with figures of difference may provoke a strong sense of empa-
thy on the part of the reader toward these abused textual “Others”—not
merely because of the reader’s own political leanings or ideological
identifications, but because the text leads readers to witness and re-
spond to the perceptual shortcomings of those who prejudge fellow
humans as “Others.”

The author gratefully acknowledges the invaluable feedback of Min-
rose Gwin, Rebecka Rutledge Fisher, Jessica Martell, and Zackary
Vernon, without whom this essay would not have been possible.

1. The Oxford English Dictionary defines “empathy” as “the power of projecting
one’s personality into (and so fully comprehending) the object of contempla-
tion,” noting that the word entered the English language as a translation of the
German term Einfiihlung, which originally referred to aesthetic appreciation of a
work of art. Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dictionary offers a psychological defi-
nition more common in contemporary usage: “the action of understanding, being
aware of, being sensitive to, and vicariously experiencing the feelings, thoughts,
and experience of another,” as well as the “capacity” for such a relation. Empa-
thy, as used in this essay, draws on both senses of the term.

2. The term “Others” will be used in this essay as a floating signifier to refer to the
perception of radical alterity or categorical difference. Thus, it refers to those
perceived as belonging to some group of which the observer is not a member.
The “Other” category exists in the mind of the beholder, and it varies based on
cultural and historical context. As Edward Said has observed, “The construction
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of'identity . . . involves the construction of opposites and ‘others’ whose actuality
is always subject to the continuous interpretation and re-interpretation of their
differences from ‘us.” Each age and society re-creates its ‘Others’” (332).

For more detailed discussions of theory of mind or “mindreading” practices, see
Simon Baron-Cohen, Mindblindness: An Essay on Autism and Theory of Mind
(Cambridge: MIT P, 1995); Sanjida O’Connell, Mindreading: An Investigation
into How We Learn to Love and Lie (New York: Doubleday, 1998); Shaun Nich-
ols and Stephen P. Stich, Mindreading: An Integrated Account of Pretence, Self-
Awareness, and Understanding Other Minds (New York: Oxford UP, 2003); and
Lisa Zunshine, Why We Read Fiction: Theory of Mind and the Novel (Columbus:
Ohio State UP, 2006).

Passages or entire texts in which the narrator’s identity is unclear present obvi-
ous challenges to this simple explanation, as does the practice of free indirect
discourse, which is common in modernist fiction. However, even when the nar-
rator is unclear or unidentified, diegetic empathy can be said to exist to the ex-
tent that the narrative imaginatively identifies with the character described. The
third person omniscient perspective might therefore be said to rely upon diegetic
empathy. This term, broadly defined, can refer to the empathy of a narrator for
another character or the empathy of one character for another character, within
the world of the narrative.

Keen identifies three categories of strategic empathy: bounded strategic empa-
thy, which “occurs within an in-group, stemming from experiences of mutuality,
and leading to feeling with familiar others”; ambassadorial strategic empathy,
which “addresses chosen others with the aim of cultivating their empathy for the
in-group, often to a specific end”; and broadcast strategic empathy, which “calls
upon every reader to feel with members of a group, by empathizing our common
vulnerabilities and hopes™ (142). Because this essay’s analysis is more focused
upon the functions of the literary text than the author’s intended audience, these
categories have been eschewed in favor of a “strategic empathy” that does not
presuppose or imply specific readers.

Post-structuralist philosophers and theorists are quick to note that no absolute
or essential truth is ever obtainable within the realms of language or narrative.
However, diegetic truth may be understood as the apparent state of being as
revealed by narrators and characters within the finite and imaginary world of
a fictional narrative. Faulkner’s fiction repeatedly points out and probes at the
ineffability of certain knowledge; nevertheless, within the worlds he creates,
some sense of trustworthy narration generally emerges. When Faulkner’s narra-
tives are rendered suspect (as in Absalom, Absalom! when Quentin and Shreve
speculate about the antics and motives of historical figures), they generally do so
openly and self-consciously. Nevertheless, diegetic truth should never be char-
acterized as absolute or essential.

Although it was originally published as Go Down, Moses and Other Stories,
Faulkner always insisted that the book was a novel rather than a short-story col-
lection. During one question-and-answer session at the University of Virginia,
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the author explained that he added extra material to “The Bear” because the
novel centers around how “the Negro and the white phase of the [McCaslin]
family” were the “same people,” and “the rest of the book was a part of [Isaac’s]
past too” (qtd. in Gwynn and Blotner 4).

8. Though Faulkner spells this character’s name as “Molly” in “The Fire and the
Hearth,” the spelling “Mollie,” as the narrator refers to her throughout the final
chapter, will be used.

9. The novel does not fully explain how Buck comes to marry Sophonsiba, though
she is clearly working hard to win his affections during the first story, set in
1859. By 1867, the couple has married, they have moved back into the “big
house” that Buck and Buddy had previously forfeited to their slaves, and So-
phonsiba has given birth to their only son, Isaac (287-88).

10. In “The Fire and the Hearth,” Lucas expresses moral outrage: “How to God
. can a black man ask a white man to please not lay down with his black
wife?” (58). He plans to upbraid the disrespectful young man who has married
his daughter: “it will be a lesson to him about whose daughter to fool with next
time” (61, 70). He experiences a change of heart about the treasure he had re-
solved to find with his metal detector: “I reckon to find that money aint for me”
(127). These passages demonstrate that Faulkner was perfectly “able” to write
black characters who escape the “tyranny of the cultural stereotype”’; indeed, that
aim is precisely what animates the character of Lucas Beauchamp. His ability to
create compelling female characters or to provide them with original, individual
voices is another question.
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Faulkner the Cannibal: Digesting Conrad

Jacques Pothier

One of William Faulkner’s rare elaborate statements on his art of fic-
tion appears in two unpublished drafts for an introduction to The Sound
and the Fury (1929), his first masterpiece. They were probably written
in 1933 for a new edition, but were only published posthumously and
are now easy to find, for instance in the Norton edition of the novel.
Faulkner explained how with this book he learned what writing was
about:

When [ finished The Sound and the Fury . . . 1 discovered then that I had
gone through all that I had ever read, from Henry James through Henty to
newspaper murders, without making any distinction or digesting any of
it, as a moth or a goat might. After The Sound and the Fury and without
heeding to open another book and in a series of delayed repercussions like
summer thunder, I discovered the Flauberts and Dostoeveskys and Con-

rads whose books I had read ten years ago. (“Introduction” 226)

The metaphor of digesting that Faulkner uses is also that of Brazilian
author Oswald de Andrade who, in his Manifesto Antropofago (1928)
outlined how postcolonial writers could digest with profit the influ-
ences of mainstream literature rather than be weighed down by them.
The Manifesto Antropofago drew on the reputation of the natives from
the Brazilian forest: as a cannibal knew the best pieces of his enemy’s
body, cannibalism consisted in ingesting the virtues of one’s enemy
without surrendering one’s identity, in a kind of homage. A healthy diet
implied a good digestion. In the postcolonial situation of modernist
Brazil, cultural cannibalism, or anthopophagy, meant a critical assimi-
lation of global Western culture as it was sifted by the colonial center
in Europe. The Brazilian “cannibal” was not alienated by the dominant
culture, but as an astute dietician, he was in a position to select the
morsels of his enemy that could reinforce his cultural constitution. The
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inspiration for this essay derives from a study by Scott G. Williams
entitled “Eating Faulkner Eating Baudelaire: Multiple Rewritings and
Cultural Cannibalism,” in which Williams also draws on the concept
of anthropophagy. It is a modernist idea: one can relate it to T. S. El-
iot’s famous review essay on James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), in which
he praised the author’s “mythical method,” the way in which a mod-
ernist writer recycles the classics and the myths inherited from them.

In his comment on writing The Sound and the Fury, Faulkner traces
his influence to a variety of texts, ranging widely from the great nov-
elists of the Western tradition to forgotten authors of pulp fiction as
well as the everyday rubble of newspaper stories. He ends up specifi-
cally mentioning three major literary influences: Gustave Flaubert, Fy-
odor Dostoevsky, and Joseph Conrad, none of whom, by the way, are
American authors. In comments he made at the University of Virginia
in 1957, while claiming that one could find similarities between his
writing and that of any one of his great predecessors, Faulkner went
into specific detail about Conrad’s influence. In response to a question
about the influence of Conrad’s narrative technique of looking at an
event by throwing light on it from the past and the future as well as
the present and from the point of view of various characters, Faulkner
replied that he thought all writers did that. Because Conrad was writ-
ing in a foreign language and he had not had much schooling, Faulkner
thought they were both “a little more obvious than the others” (Gwynn
and Blotner 142). With tongue-in-cheek modesty, Faulkner points to
the rugged quality of the style he shares with Conrad. Later in the same
session, when pressed to be specific, he mentioned a few titles: The
Nigger of the “Narcissus” (1897), “Falk,” “The End of the Tether,”
and ““Youth.” When asked if he read Nostromo (1904), Faulkner said,
“Haven’t read that in years” (Gwynn and Blotner 144-45).

However, many years before, there is evidence that Faulkner did
read Nostromo. “Carcassonne,” a very short story first published in
1931, is an excellent example to approach the distillation of Conra-
dian influence in Faulkner. “Carcassonne” has a privileged place in
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Faulkner’s short pieces if only because it concludes the selection of
his Collected Stories (1950), which were carefully chosen and ordered
under the direction of the author. In the wake of T. S. Eliot’s “Love
Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” and The Waste Land (1922), the piece is
rich in literary allusions. The practically plotless piece is a surrealistic
prose-poem in which the narrator, an aspiring poet, daydreams of es-
caping on the Pegasus-like horse of his imagination from the weight
of his “skeleton” (echoed by the “carcass” in “Carcassonne”). He is
so destitute that he has to live in a rat-infested garret, with only “an
unrolled strip of tarred roofing” as bed clothing. The bones, rats, and
garret seem to stem from Eliot’s Waste Land:

But at my back in a cold blast I hear

The rattle of the bones, and chuckle spread from ear to ear.

A rat crept softly through the vegetation . . .

White bodies naked on the low damp ground

And bones cast in a little low dry garret,

Rattled by the rat’s foot only, year to year. (III, lines 18587, 193-95)

The Waste Land conjured up a rootless, cosmopolitan experience.
“Carcassonne” refers to foreign locations too—mnot just in the title, that
uses the name of the famous French medieval town, but also in the
location of the exile’s garret:

Beneath him Rincon followed its fatal, secret, nightly pursuits, where
upon the rich and inert darkness of the streets lighted windows and doors

lay like oily strokes of broad and overladen brushes. . . .

Luis, who ran the cantina downstairs, allowed him to sleep in the gar-
ret. But the Standard Oil Company, who owned the garret and the roofing
paper, owned the darkness too; it was Mrs Widdrington’s, the Standard Oil
Company’s wife’s, darkness he was using to sleep in. (Collected 895, 897)
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For many years readers and critics (if they noticed) wondered what
Latin American country Faulkner or his protagonist might have vis-
ited—not too far from the South perhaps? In one of the best essays on
“Carcassonne,” Noel Polk suggests comparing this Rincon with the
destination of the characters in “Divorce in Naples,” a story set just be-
fore “Carcassonne” in the collection, which drifts from Naples through
the strait of Gibraltar, along the Gulf Stream “to Tortugas, and into the
general region of Puerto Rico,” where there really happens to be one
Rincon, which goes unmentioned in that story (Polk 33).

The reference to the art of painting in the sentence where “Rincon”
is named hints to another lead, as it points to an artistic connection: In
Nostromo, Conrad’s novel set in South America, there is a Rincon near
his imaginary Sulaco, with a posada if not a cantina. The colonial dom-
inance of the Standard Oil Company executives in Faulkner’s short sto-
ry provides a parallel with the power of Mr. Gould, the inglés who runs
the San Tomé mine in Conrad’s novel. Most likely the Latin America
that Faulkner had visited for “Carcassonne” was bookish. The discreet
allusion to Rincon appears to be an all but private homage to Conrad,
but the Spanish undertone introduces the figure of the quixotic charac-
ter, whose horse becomes the vehicle for an escape into the world of the
imagination. Quixote is also an important figure in what Faulkner owed
his forerunners: The sense of honor pushes numerous Faulkner charac-
ters to an absurd and foolish denial of reality, from Quentin Compson
to the tall convict in The Wild Palms (1939), and from Gavin Stevens
to Lucius Priest in the later novels. In one of the two plots that make up
The Wild Palms, two characters are reminiscent of the famous twosome
of the tall thin knight with the sad face and his plump short servant
Sancho Panza. An idealist like Don Quixote, the tall convict in “Old
Man” believed that he could be a successful train robber by scrupu-
lously imitating the procedures described in the Detective Gazette he
read. The tall convict is in a state of uncomprehending outrage against
the deceptions of fiction: The pulp fiction he read betrayed him by sug-
gesting methods that proved completely impractical, and he cannot get
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over the offense he suffered from fiction writers. This theme may find
its earlier illustration in Cervantes, but Faulkner could also have found
it in another of his favorite novels, Flaubert’s Madame Bovary (1857;
English translation, 1886).

As John T. Matthews has suggested, “to be white and a poet of the
South in the New World also means to inhabit quarters haunted by
skeletons in the corners” (242). Through Conrad, Faulkner seems to
play in “Carcassonne” with the figures of the American gothic—the
skeletons in the closet of a colonial rule marked by the special South
American dilemma of a freedom from the colonial power obtained by
the fight of the ruling class, who themselves never checked or ques-
tioned their exploitation of the indigenous workers.

Another story by Faulkner, designed as a kind of companion piece
to “Carcassonne,” is also set in Rincon, but the local color is stronger.
“Black Music” has exactly the same setting as “Carcassonne,” as the
protagonist explains: “I sleep in the attic over the cantina yonder. The
house belongs to the Company, and Mrs. Widrington, Mr. Widring-
ton’s wife, the manager’s wife, she lets me sleep in the attic. It’s high
and quiet, except for a few rats” (Collected 803). The failed poet in
“Black Music” is identified as one Wilfred Midgleston, who could be
a representative of the colonial power out of Conrad if his speech did
not sound so southern. The narrator learns that he is actually from New
York, but twenty-five years in Rincon have caused him to take up the
dialect of the South because of the humid Latin American climate—or,
one could suggest, through the unwanted, contaminating legacy of a
system of labor common to the whole Caribbean basin? The displace-
ment to another South allows a fresh approach to issues that have been
too stifling at home—the kind of uneasiness with the English language
that Faulkner strangely claimed as the main common point between
Conrad and himself.

Beyond these rather anecdotal homages to Conrad’s exploration of
the colonial experience, Faulkner adopted the structural device of the
frame narrative for which Conrad is known. Although “Black Music”
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is not a very effective short story, it is one of the early attempts in
which the narrator is someone who tells the story of someone else he
met in a colorful exotic outpost and who had a curious story to tell.
This is a technique that Faulkner adopted and refined, and one of the
best examples of it is the novel that may compete with The Sound and
the Fury for the title of his masterwork: Absalom, Absalom! (1936).

It can be said that Absalom, Absalom! revolves around the figure
of Thomas Sutpen, but that would be misleading: Rather, it is about
how this character from the past haunts characters in the present, who
take turns elaborating their vision of the former planter, that all but one
have only heard about through the local legend. In Absalom, Absalom!
there are two distinctly different successive paradigms: Through the
first six chapters the characters try to know about Sutpen, guided by
evidence or their own prejudice and frustrations; in the later chapters
Shreve and Quentin leave off their attempts to remember and recon-
struct and begin self-consciously to invent. Quentin attempts to make
sense of the obscurities of Sutpen’s destiny with the interested involve-
ment of his roommate at Harvard, a figure from a different world (he
is Canadian) in a completely different setting (a snowy winter night).
They forgo the need to recover an unattainable factual reality, and the
story of Sutpen as they reinvent it strives toward consistency because
it so strongly affects the young men they are: worried about love, iden-
tity, and recognition from the older generations.

Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1902) provided a comparable narra-
tive situation, though less complex—but it is a much shorter narra-
tive. In a prologue, five friends are waiting for the turn of the tide on
a cruising yawl in the mouth of the Thames River. The expanse of the
estuary prompts memories of the great sailors who issued from there to
explore the world and settled empires. The turn of the tide suggests a
reversal of focus: from outward to inward, from forward to backward
looking. Among the group, Marlow launches on a meditation: “‘And
this also,” said Marlow suddenly, ‘has been one of the dark places of
the earth’ (493). The theme of darkness is thus introduced, drawing a
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parallel between what might have been the approach of savage Britain
by Roman colonists nineteen centuries before and the contemporary
colonial situation—Marlow goes on to tell of his journey to the Af-
rican heart of darkness, and of his fascination with Kurtz. The story
is therefore framed by a sense of how it matters at the time and place
where is it told. Such is also the decentering movement that makes it
possible for Quentin Compson, the central perceiving subject in The
Sound and the Fury, to attempt to negotiate the heritage of the South.
As Faulkner puts it in the first pages of the novel, “Quentin had grown
up with that; the mere names were interchangeable and almost myriad.
... his very body was an empty hall echoing with sonorous defeated
names; he was not a being, an entity, he was a commonwealth. He was
a barracks filled with stubborn back-looking ghosts still recovering,
even forty-three years afterward, from the fever which had cured the
disease” (Absalom 9).

Absalom, Absalom! is Faulkner’s most notable work on the Old
South, the antebellum period that is at the core of the region’s identity,
but it is also famously about the ambiguous love-and-hate relationship
of the southerner with his region, about the power of the myth and
the process of mythmaking. Thomas Sutpen is not just the mysterious
planter re-created more than half a century after his death by Quentin
Compson, a southern student exiled in wintery Harvard, and his Cana-
dian roommate, but he is a fascinating myth of the South, such an ap-
pealing story that Shreve keeps asking for more. The novel is rooted in
the South but seems to imply that this southern identity implies deter-
ritorialization—and this northern detour is repeated in the diegesis of
Sutpen’s story by another deterritorialization—the Haitian interlude, a
few pages into chapter seven of the novel.!

Absalom, Absalom! is a fable about desire and how it informs, con-
ditions, shapes but also whets our curiosity of the past, a country as
exotic as far-away places, as Victor Segalen remarked when he defined
exoticism as the enjoyable experience of “all that is foreign to our
present, daily awareness, all that is not our customary mental tone.””
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Segalen underlines that this is a satisfying aesthetic pleasure: As they
patch together the story of the old planter out of partial and contradic-
tory clues, the two students project themselves onto this character out
of the past, who becomes fictional, but also more closely actual. Years
later in A Fable (1954), Faulkner was to comment on this paradox,
upholding the relevance of history as desire-driven narrative against
the cold truth of facts. He described the great mythical narratives as
“the firmament of man’s history instead of the mere rubble of his past”
(Fable 814). In Absalom, Absalom! Quentin’s father is shown to draw
an aesthetic pleasure from the almost tragic elusiveness of historic
truth:

Or perhaps that’s it: they don’t explain and we are not supposed to know.
We have a few old mouth-to-mouth tales; we exhume from old trunks
and boxes and drawers letters without salutation or signature, in which
men and women who once lived and breathed are now merely initials or
nicknames out of some now incomprehensible affection which sound to us
like Sanskrit or Chocktaw. . . . They are there, yet something is missing;
they are like a chemical formula exhumed along with the letters from that
forgotten chest, carefully, the paper old and faded and falling to pieces, the
writing faded, almost indecipherable, yet meaningful, familiar in shape
and sense, the name and presence of volatile and sentient forces, you bring
them together in the proportions called for, but nothing happens; you re-
read, tedious and intent, poring, making sure that you have forgotten noth-
ing, made no miscalculation; you bring them together again and again
and nothing happens: just the words, the symbols, the shapes themselves,
shadowy inscrutable and serene, against the turgid background of a hor-

rible and bloody mischancing of human affairs. (Absalom 83—84)

While foregrounding the aesthetic and emotional value of the work of
memory, Faulkner is actually completely aware of the historical back-
ground. The character of Thomas Sutpen is fictitious, but Faulkner is
aware of the history of northern Mississippi where he situates Sutpen’s
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Hundred, as Don H. Doyle has shown.? At the beginning of the nine-
teenth century, while Haiti became independent, Mississippi was In-
dian territory except for a strip of land along the Gulf of Mexico, which
was at the hands of the Chickasaw tribe who had agreed to interbreed-
ing and trading with the whites.* Gradually during the first third of
the nineteenth century, the Chickasaw people integrated their economy
with the white plantation system, granted land to enterprising white
settlers, then finally yielded the area to a consortium of white settlers
to walk the Trail of Tears to exile in Oklahoma. The Chickasaw era
was over in 1836; the old southern plantation system in which Sutpen
carved out his estate had no more than twenty-five years to thrive on
this “frontier” before the Civil War broke out. The situation was not
typical, but there will have been a few cases like his.

The recollected memories of Rosa Coldfield in the novel’s first
chapter find Sutpen turning up out of nowhere with his gang of wild
black slaves, with whom he talks a foreign language, and with a French
architect commissioned to build his stately house. It has been noted
that Sutpen’s importation of slaves occurs at a time when this had be-
come illegal.® This erroneous timing may stem from the intertextual
interference with a fictional source—a transposition from another nar-
rative Faulkner read when he was starting his work on what was to
become Absalom, Absalom!—and this will be another instance of the
writer digesting any kind of material.

In 1934, Howard Hawks had asked Faulkner to work on a screen
adaptation of Blaise Cendrars’s 1925 novella L’Or, which had then al-
most immediately been translated into English as Sutter s Gold (Blot-
ner 851). Cendrars had written the story of a fellow countryman, Ger-
man Swiss emigrant Johann August Suter (he became John Sutter in
the United States), who abandoned his family and started scouring the
Pacific in search of fruitful businesses. In Honolulu, Sutter had the idea
of recruiting Kanak workers to labor on the plantation he was planning
to start in California, just as in Absalom, Absalom! Sutpen brought
in Haitian slaves to work on his plantation. In 1839, Sutter arrived in

Faulkner the Cannibal: Digesting Conrad 113



what was still Spanish California and received a grant for a stretch of
land in the Sacramento valley. He developed his project methodically,
increasing his estate through astute negotiations with Mexicans and
Americans, and became very rich. But in 1848 gold was found on his
grounds, and it was overrun by forty-niners during the California gold
rush. His carefully designed plan was shattered, just as Sutpen’s plan
was wrecked by the onset of the Civil War. Sutter ended his career
in endless lawsuits and pleadings with the federal authorities to save
some of his dream without ever receiving any compensation.

After working for a few weeks on this screenplay, which was never
shot, Faulkner returned to the novel that he had been working on since
the beginning of that year, but at this stage, it probably took a deci-
sive turn and incidentally found its definite title. Originally the Haitian
episode was not attached to the geographic and historic backdrop of
the connection between the Caribbean francophone world and New
Orleans. Whether Faulkner was inspired by Cendrars’s Sutter, the pat-
tern of Sutter’s life seems to enrich the core situation of the novel as it
is recollected from what his grandfather told Quentin: Sutpen’s father,
the local legend has it, was a poor white from the Atlantic Piedmont.
Quentin learns how Sutpen would have witnessed his father’s humili-
ation when, unable to earn a living in the Tidewater plantations, he
had been sent on an errand to the big house. At the entrance door he
was told by a black house servant to go around to the back, the servant
having denied him the right of way. Behind the black man’s body, he
could see the reclining figure of the master of the house in his ham-
mock, sipping his mint julep with his shoes off. He had sworn to him-
self that one day he would be this man. To become this man, he was to
build on what he had heard at school:

What I learned was that there was a place called the West Indies to which
poor men went in ships and became rich, it didn’t matter how, so long as
that man was clever and courageous. . . . So when the time came when I

realised that to accomplish my design I should need first of all and above
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all things money in considerable quantity and in the quite immediate fu-
ture, I remembered what he had read to us and I went to the West Indies
(Absalom 200).

Sutpen may be seen as another quixotic figure, and in an intertextual
cross-reference, the text of Absalom, Absalom! refers to “Carcassonne”
and its Latin American Conradian atmosphere. At this stage in the nov-
el the reader has yet to learn that Sutpen exposed himself to the “Latin
culture,” but like Don Quixote, he trusted the books that his teacher
made him read, conveying a version of the myth of El Dorado, and “so
he went to the West Indies.” Long after, when his dreams of success
had been thwarted repeatedly, Sutpen was to retain this quixotic bend:
In a dreamlike reconstruction of Rosa Coldfield’s impression of Sutpen,
Quentin Compson imagines how Sutpen may have sounded on his way
back from fighting in the Civil War, “talking that which sounded like
the bombast of a madman who creates within his very coffin walls his
fabulous immeasurable Camelots and Carcassonnes” (Absalom 132).

Unlike the American Indian context that is accurately depicted in
several of Faulkner’s narratives, the introduction of Haitian slaves
seems to be unselfconsciously free of any concern for factual accuracy.
The reason for this suspension of accuracy, one could argue, lies in
the extremely complex narrative structure, a Russian doll embedding
of narratives: Quentin is telling his student friend about his recollec-
tion of what his father told him about what his own father (Quentin’s
grandfather) would have heard from Thomas Sutpen, who was com-
menting on his own exposure to the myth of El Dorado. Any time the
story was reframed to be embedded in another narrative, distortions
could occur. It is consistent with the colonial legend that because of
his skin color, Sutpen should be associated with the ruling class in the
Caribbean colony, and, therefore, he should marry the planter’s daugh-
ter. (Her Spanish blood is consistent with the fact that half of the island
of Hispaniola is Santo Domingo, now the Dominican Republic.) His
repression of a slave revolt confirms his status.
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After leaving his father’s home, Sutpen had gone straight to the West
Indies—according to Faulkner’s own chronology included at the end
of the novel—in 1820, when Sutpen was fourteen. As Maritza Stanch-
ich has argued, drawing on Edward Said, in this passage, Haiti—not
identified by name yet—is regarded as it was perceived by Americans
at the beginning of the nineteenth century in a clearly colonial perspec-
tive: “Americans tended to imagine it as a void into which they could
pour their own ideas.”® The island embodies the fantasy of the colonial
treasure available to anyone who cares to go and pick it up. Simultane-
ously, Faulkner suggests the kinship between the plantation system in
the American South and in the Caribbean colonial basin that preceded
it. Sutpen settles in “a little island set in a smiling and fury-lurked and
incredible indigo sea, which was the halfway point between what we
call the jungle and what we call civilization, halfway between the dark
inscrutable continent from which the black blood, the black bones and
flesh and thinking and remembering and hopes and desires, was rav-
ished by violence, and the cold known land to which it was doomed”
(Absalom 207). An overseer on a French landlord’s plantation, he mar-
ries the planter’s daughter without paying much attention to the detail
that his wife was a Spaniard.

Six years later, Sutpen is besieged by black insurgents in the big
house. The smell of burning sugar cane, “the olfactory metaphor for
the ultimately unsubduable chaos of Haiti” (Kreyling 130), pervades
the air, and the narrator’s imagination rides on, supplementing the
missing archive. Quentin’s grandfather only knows that it was neces-
sary for Sutpen to withdraw in front of the menacing workmen. Imagi-
nation provides the rest:

A spot of earth which might have been created and set aside by Heaven
itself, Grandfather said, as a theatre for violence and injustice and blood-
shed and all the satanic lusts of human greed and cruelty, for the last de-

spairing fury of all the pariah-interdict and all the doomed. . . .
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And he overseeing it, riding peacefully about on his horse while he
learned the language (that meagre and fragile thread, Grandfather said,
by which the little surface corners and edges of men’s secret and solitary
lives may be joined for an instant now and then before sinking back into
the darkness where the spirit cried for the first time and was not heard and
will cry for the last time and will not be heard then either), not knowing
that what he rode upon was a volcano, hearing the air tremble and throb
at night with the drums and the chanting and not knowing that it was the
heart of the earth itself he heard, who believed (Grandfather said) that
earth was kind and gentle and that darkness was merely something you
saw, or could not see in; overseeing what he oversaw and not knowing that

he was overseeing it. (4bsalom 207-08)

The island is described as a transitory space between the dark continent
and the United States, between the wilderness and civilization, and is
a vague midway point on the Middle Passage as if the sense of reality
dissolved on the island where the only certainty seems to be the future
foretold by a bloody Voodoo mojo. The overseer is guilty of oversight,
as if meanings dissolved and melted in the sun. The island night is full
of the sound of the beating drums from a recurring Western imagery
of Africanism, and the double meaning of darkness echoes Conrad,
but the passage, with the throbbing drums echoing the context of Mar-
low’s nighttime encounter with Kurtz, is also reminiscent of the mu-
tinied slaves aboard the San Dominick in Herman Melville’s “Benito
Cereno” (the name of the ship in that story, the San Dominick, suggests
Santo Domingo). In the first pages of the novella, Melville describes
the “enchantment” of boarding a ship so full of dark faces, the ship’s
Gothic structure, and the fascination reinforced by the rhythmic din on
board that dulled the innocent American into completely missing the
nature of the power dynamic aboard:
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Always upon first boarding a large and populous ship at sea, especially a
foreign one, with a nondescript crew such as Lascars or Manilla men, the
impression varies in a peculiar way from that produced by first entering a
strange house with strange inmates in a strange land. . . . The living spec-
tacle it contains, upon its sudden and complete disclosure, has, in contrast
with the blank ocean which zones it, something of the effect of enchant-
ment. The ship seems unreal; these strange costumes, gestures, and faces,
but a shadowy tableau just emerged from the deep, which directly must
receive back what it gave. . . . The six hatchet-polishers neither spoke to
others, nor breathed a whisper among themselves, but sat intent upon their
task, except at intervals, when, with the peculiar love in Negroes of uniting
industry with pastime, two-and-two they sideways clashed their hatchets
together, like cymbals, with a barbarous din. All six, unlike the generality,
had the raw aspect of unsophisticated Africans. (Melville 49-50)

In Absalom, Absalom! the barricaded white family and Sutpen end up
firing off muskets into the Haitian night with the inhabitants invis-
ible in the scenery, as they were under the fire of Conrad’s gunship in
Heart of Darkness:

Once, | remember, we came upon a man-of-war anchored off the coast.
There wasn’t even a shed there, and she was shelling the bush. . . . In the
empty immensity of earth, sky, and water, there she was, incomprehensi-
ble, firing into a continent. Pop, would go one of the six-inch guns; a small
flame would dart and vanish, a little white smoke would disappear, a tiny
projectile would give a feeble screech—and nothing happened (Portable
Conrad 5006).

Memory allows inconsistencies, but Faulkner’s text keeps remind-
ing the reader that these fascinating pages are what “Grandfather said.”
In Haiti, we are left to surmise, Sutpen would have become this Kurtz-
like figure, as evidenced when he later organized fights between his
half-wild slaves on his Mississippi estate. (Slaves and their descendants
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organized cockfights all over Hispaniola.) The pages on the planter’s
family besieged in their house may bring to mind images of the Cita-
delle Laferriére, the formidable citadel that King Henri Christophe built
in the north of the island between 1805 and 1820 against the possibility
of a French attack. Built with the forced labor of twenty thousand slaves
and designed by engineer Henri Barré, a mulatto, the fortress seems to
foreshadow Sutpen’s architectural ambition for Sutpen’s Hundred.

The narrative is silent about how Sutpen managed to escape the siege
and how he defeated the insurgents. For some undescribed reason, things
quieted down, and Sutpen married the planter’s daughter, and that was
all. Sutpen and his wife found sanctuary in New Orleans, as did many
white inhabitants of the former French colony of Saint-Domingue. Ac-
cording to Shreve’s and Quentin’s reconstruction of the story, only after
Charles’s birth does Sutpen realize that his father-in-law had withheld
from him the fact that the Spanish woman was actually a mulatto. Once
again, as had been the case for Popeye in Sanctuary (1931), the Latin
outsider brings in a threatening darkness that the American South will
want to keep at bay. This explains why Sutpen must have relinquished
his wife and son, but it did not prevent Sutpen from finding an octoroon
wife, having a son, Charles Bon, who in turn thought of himself as a
black man, married a purely black woman, and had a black son, Jim
Bond. This Jim Bond is the last descendant of Thomas Sutpen, proving
that under a Latin hood or not, darkness not only seeps in but prevails.
In the famous last page of the novel, Shreve McCannon, possibly in
parody of the southern obsession with miscegenation, foresaw that “in
time the Jim Bonds are going to conquer the western hemisphere. Of
course it wont be in our time and of course as they spread toward the
poles they will bleach out again like the rabbits and the birds do, so they
wont show up so sharp against the snow. But it will still be Jim Bond;
and so in a few thousand years, [ who regard you will also have sprung
from the loins of African kings” (4bsalom 302—03).

As Richard Godden has noted, the Haiti episode may be regarded
as mythical: The transit through Haiti allows Sutpen to appropriate the
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Southern concern about slave revolt in the first half of the nineteenth
century (Godden 492). But Michel Kreyling signals another context:
“the ‘anachronism’ for which Faulkner is often faulted—misdating the
slave insurrections of 1791-1804 to the 1820s—is less embarrassing
if we accept Faulkner’s own present moment (the end of the U.S. oc-
cupation of Haiti) as the milieu in which Sutpen is mostly imagined
and drawn” (Kreyling 131).” The two-decade long military occupation
of Haiti (1915 through 1934) could be tolerably on the consciousness
of Faulkner’s 1936 readers, just as the colonial situation could be the
context of Conrad’s 1899 readership. In any case, as Rincon was in the
earlier stories, Haiti in Absalom, Absalom! is a cultural construction, as
the Congo is in Heart of Darkness.

Regardless of the facts in the Haitian experience, the Haitian detour
seems to free the white man’s dark soul, his “heart of darkness,” just as
the memory of Kurtz led Marlow to meditation on the colonial experi-
ence throughout the ages. Sutpen’s neighbor may be horrified by the
wild fights at Sutpen’s Hundred, although they but bring to light the
violence inherent in the southern slave economy. Old Compson, close
as he was to Sutpen, could not but think of this outrage as he heard
Sutpen tell him his memories: “and he sitting on the log, Grandfather
said, telling it, making the gestures to tell it with, whom Grandfather
himself had seen fight naked chest to chest with one of his wild niggers
by the light of the camp fire while his house was building . . . and no
bones about the fighting either, no handshaking and gratulations while
he washed the blood off and donned his shirt” (4bsalom 209).

Modern American author Toni Morrison generalizes this experi-
ence as a central process in the building of white American awareness
in terms that are extraordinarily consistent with Sutpen’s predicament:
“Africanism is the vehicle by which the American self knows itself
as not enslaved, but free; not repulsive, but desirable; not helpless,
but licensed and powerful; . . . not damned, but innocent; not a blind
accident of evolution, but a progressive fulfilment of destiny” (Mor-
rison 52). The Haitian experience would have been the turning point in
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Sutpen’s maturation after his childhood trauma, the essential episode
in his narrative. Voodoo, the drums, and the Creole language of Haiti
symbolize the othering of Thomas Sutpen, the process Toni Morri-
son has described as essential in the accomplishment of full American
identity, which is Sutpen’s concern:

I want to suggest that these concerns—autonomy, authority, newness and
difference, absolute power—not only become the major themes and pre-
sumptions of American literature, but that each one is made possible by,
shaped by, activated by a complex awareness and employment of a con-
stituted Africanism. It was this Africanism, deployed as rawness and sav-
agery, that provided the staging ground and arena for the elaboration of the

quintessential American identity. (Morrison 44)

Thus, Haiti functions as a feature of the southern gothic, a displace-
ment in space substituted for the weight of temporality that had been an
essential feature of the European or northern gothic (see Hawthorne’s
House of the Seven Gables [1851]). Morrison cites Poe’s Narrative
of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1838) as another such spatial
detour: “Through the use of Africanism, Poe meditates on place as a
means of containing the fear of borderlessness and trespass, but also
as a means of releasing and exploring the desire for a limitless empty
frontier” (Morrison 51). As in Francis Ford Coppola’s film Apocalypse
Now (1979), which is a transposition of Heart of Darkness, the rev-
elation is not situated in time—a faraway future, but now, in another
country. In his novel, published in 1936—the same year as the publica-
tion of Gone with the Wind—Faulkner roots Sutpen’s seemingly out-
landish design in a hemispheric white American Dream of escape from
poverty and hope for freedom that is exposed as dependent on ethnic
violence against the African other. In his initial meditation in Heart of
Darkness, Marlow imagined the personal initiation that a commission
to Britain must have been for “a decent young citizen in toga”: “All that
mysterious life of the wilderness that stirs in the forest, in the jungles,
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in the hearts of wild men. There’s no initiation either into such myster-
ies. He has to live in the midst of the incomprehensible, which is also
detestable. And it has a fascination, too, that goes to work upon him.
The fascination of the abomination—you know. Imagine the growing
regrets, the longing to escape, the powerless disgust, the surrender, the
hate” (Portable Conrad 495). In Absalom, Absalom! Sutpen’s “Haitian
detour” is not so much an adventure of Thomas Sutpen in the Carib-
bean Sea, but a foray into the inherited African “Orientalism” Faulkner
inherits from the figures of otherness in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness—
a vehicle to explore the contradictions and ambiguities of the South.

Toward the end of his life, Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges de-
clared: “I do not write, I rewrite. . . . We are all the heirs of millions
of scribes who have already written down all that is essential a long
time before us. We are all copyists, and all the stories we invent have
already been told.”® It is how this cultural legacy is processed that mat-
ters. Writers will pick from other literary traditions details of plots,
characters, or manners that, although firmly rooted in a cultural tradi-
tion, find echoes in the sort of human reality their fiction addresses,
possibly because they happen to express more strikingly than within
one’s home culture’s tropes something universal about the human ex-
perience. Anthropophagy becomes anthropology. The universe of the
foreign writer and his or her manner becomes a counterpoint, a mirror,
a rarefied metaphor, almost abstract, of the ideal home country.

1. “Diegesis,” as used by Gérard Genette, refers to the fictional world created by
the narrative process in which a story is supposed to take place. A population
is said to be deterritorialized—a term possibly stemming from Gilles Deleuze
and Félix Guattari (4nti-Oedipus. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1972), when
they experience a weakening of the bond between culture and the sense of place.

2. Translated from the original French: “tout ce qui est en dehors de nos faits de
conscience actuels, quotidiens, tout ce qui n’est pas notre ‘Tonalité mentale’
coutumiere” (Segalen 33).

3. See Doyle, chapter 1.
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4. The “civilized tribes” are five American Indian tribes of the American south-
east whose history was intimately linked to that of the South and its migra-
tions: Creek, Chocktaw, Chickasaw, Cherokee, and Seminole. As early as the
eighteenth century, these tribes were involved in the plantation system, if only
because the planters tried to enslave them (the Seminoles were largely cross-
bred in the process), but also because they adopted the plantation system and let
white settlers join their communities. The five tribes were exiled to Oklahoma
in 1830 by the American government in the well-known episode of the Trail of
Tears. For an overview of the history of these populations, see Walter L. Wil-
liams, 167-68.

5. On the anachronism of this episode, see Godden 489-95.

Stanchich draws on Edward Said’s Culture and Imperialism (New York: Knopf,
1993) to show that Absalom, Absalom! represents through Sutpen the American
imperialist position.

7. Kreyling identifies the memoir of a captain of the US Marine Corps, John
Craige’s Black Bagdad, published in 1933, as reflecting an experience close to
that of Thomas Sutpen, but there is no evidence that Faulkner was aware of it.

8. In Jacques Chancel, Jorge Luis Borges, Radioscopie (Paris: Editions du Rocher,
1999), 74, 76. Quoted in Kristal, 135.
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A Furious Echo: Hearing Dublin’s Joyce in
Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha

Kieran Quinlan

It has been said that the publication of Irish novelist James Joyce’s
Ulysses in Paris in 1922 was the single most important literary event in
twentieth-century writing in English, though the book’s influence has
permeated the works of several authors in other languages as well. It is
often asserted that William Faulkner’s 1929 The Sound and the Fury is
the essential novel of the same era in the American canon. In addition,
it is everywhere accepted that these two very “difficult” novels relate
to one another in numerous ways, particularly with regard to the nar-
rative techniques represented in them. In its most extreme form, the
argument goes: no Joyce, no Faulkner—or at least not the Faulkner
readers now know (Weinstein 346). As a consequence, even in cases
in which a reader is unfamiliar with the details of Joyce’s great work,
some knowledge of the background to and strategies employed in
Ulysses can serve as a guide to making one’s way through Faulkner’s
similarly experimental—that is, modernist—creation. Moreover, both
Joyce and Faulkner came from places that faced similar cultural chal-
lenges in the early decades of the twentieth century.

Joyce and Faulkner grew up in societies that, from the perspectives
of London and New York, were regarded as provincial. They were
also societies that had a deep but frequently sentimental view of the
wrongs done to them, a view reinforced in the contemporary fiction
and poetry of both areas; though Ireland had a much older tradition in
Irish Gaelic and even English than was the case with Oxford, Missis-
sippi, a small town founded just sixty years before Faulkner’s birth.
However, there were fresh stirrings in Ireland with the emergence of
the Irish Renaissance writers in the 1890s, led by the poet W. B. Yeats
and the playwright J. M. Synge. Joyce, an iconoclastic younger writer,
would often parody their work, but he was also well aware that it had
prepared the soil for his own artistic emergence. Twenty or more years
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later, seeing what had taken place in “backward” Ireland must have
given encouragement to Faulkner in “backward” Mississippi, as it was
to do to subsequent writers from the American South such as Robert
Penn Warren and Eudora Welty. In other words, if the Irish could do it,
then so could the southerners. Hence, the literary movement that was
to become known as the Southern Renaissance with William Faulkner
as its premier exhibit. That both Joyce and Faulkner should in time
adopt and extend the experimental practices of an innovative high
modernism rather than a more traditional narrative approach can be
seen as either astonishing—which it was—or, as many recent critics
have pointed out, a reflection of their own origins in cultures that were
broken, fragmented, disordered, their pasts intruding awkwardly into
their presents, and the trajectories of their repressed and repressive na-
tionalisms uncertain and incomplete. More than the reigning imperial
establishments, they became the new voices of what would turn out to
be a dislocated century.

Joyce wrote a semiautobiographical account of growing up in Ire-
land and his eventual decision to escape the restrictions of its insular
culture in order to “forge . . . the uncreated conscience of my race” in his
1916 A4 Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (213). A seminal book—
with which Faulkner was also quite familiar—Portrait is not, however,
a highly experimental one, though its hero, Stephen Dedalus, reap-
pears in Ulysses. Joyce left Ireland for good in 1904, spending the rest
of his life between residences in Italy, Switzerland, and France, where
he came into contact with many other innovators of the modernist age,
including his champion, the American poet Ezra Pound, to whom T. S.
Eliot was to dedicate the equally experimental The Waste Land (1922).
Although Joyce had left Dublin, however, all of his subsequent writ-
ings would be about that city and its people, making its provinciality a
matter of interest to cosmopolitan audiences around the globe. In this,
Joyce would provide a very specific example for Faulkner in his own
effort to convert rural northern Mississippi—a “postage stamp” of a
place that he re-created as the fictional Yoknapatawpha County—into
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a setting of importance for the denizens of New York and other Ameri-
can cities, and even for some of Paris’s best-known intellectuals (most
notably, the philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre). In writing so intimately
about their home territories and in treating them with a degree of what
Joyce had earlier termed “scrupulous meanness” (Selected Letters §3),
both authors were engaged in creating a “conscience” for their respec-
tive social groups. Often they revealed unpleasant truths in the process,
a circumstance that frequently provoked the ire of the local inhabitants,
even as it enthralled more broad-minded but less involved outsiders.
As an Irishman, Joyce inherited a centuries-old history of subjuga-
tion and foreign rule by England. In a way, then, his writings are the cry
of the long-defeated, if still unvanquished, for recognition and inclu-
sion in the larger culture and society of the Western world and, at the
same time, a self-conscious despair at such never-ending preoccupation
with what his character Stephen Dedalus refers to as the “nightmare”
of history from which he is “trying to awake” (Joyce, Ulysses 34/28).
In the nationalist narrative that was becoming ever more popular in
early twentieth-century Ireland, there had been an “English” presence
for over seven hundred years—a presence resisted from almost the
very beginning in the twelfth century. Matters were exacerbated by
the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century, during which Ire-
land largely remained Catholic, and by the penal laws of the eighteenth
century, which restricted the rights of Catholics in terms of religious
practice, ownership of property, and participation in educational and
professional life. Events such as the Flight of the Earls (1607), Oliver
Cromwell’s siege of Drogheda (1649), the Battle of the Boyne (1690),
the American- and French-inspired 1798 Rebellion, the Great Famine
(1845-54), and the Fenian deportations of the late nineteenth centu-
ry were part of daily lore in an Ireland still under British rule during
Joyce’s era. There were other narratives that stressed the mingling of
Irish and English histories, and in 1900, most Irish people, Joyce in-
cluded, were relatively content with the political situation since a mea-
sure of autonomy was in the offing. After all, Joyce, in the character
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of Stephen Dedalus, was more anxious to escape that “nightmare” of
history than revel in its wrongs. The “nets” of Irish culture that Ste-
phen lists include nationalism, Catholicism, and language (at a time
when nationalists wished to revive a dying Irish Gaelic speech), rather
than the petty tyrannies of British dominance (Joyce, Portrait 171).
Still, as with Joyce’s leaving Dublin but never writing about anything
else, Irish history in all its elements is very much present in Ulysses.
Faulkner would take note (Sykes 526—27). Furthermore, Sherwood
Anderson, the American writer who urged Faulkner to use the material
of his native place, was also a great admirer of Joyce.

Faulkner’s inheritance was also fraught with the oppressions of the
recent past: his ancestors’ defeat in the Civil War, the occupation of
the state by the Union army in its aftermath, the disenfranchisement of
those who had served as Confederate officers, the humiliations of the
decade of Reconstruction, and the overall decline of his once-promi-
nent family’s role in local affairs. In his 1936 Absalom, Absalom!, in
which he reintroduces Quentin Compson (a character who bears some
resemblance to a younger Faulkner) from The Sound and the Fury, the
latter is described as “an empty hall echoing with sonorous defeated
names” of dead heroes and lost battles from the nightmare of which he
too sometimes wishes to awake (7). In a very Joycean turn of phrase,
Faulkner describes Quentin as “not a being, an entity” but rather “a
commonwealth” (4bsalom, Absalom! 7). At the same time, Faulkner
profoundly recognized the racial injustices that had led to that war and
the need to free himself from the southern writer’s tendency to roman-
ticize its defeats and the Greco-Roman, slaveholding civilization that
it was said to have replicated. Unlike Joyce, however, Faulkner chose
to remain in his native region, which was perhaps why he decided to
fictionalize its names rather than use them as they were as Joyce had
provocatively done.

Ulysses took seven years to write, not an inordinate amount of time
given the novel’s length and complexity. Joyce meditated on the exact
sequence of the words in every sentence of its almost eight hundred

128 Critical Insights



pages and on many other matters related to its multiple symbolic struc-
tures. The novel has eighteen chapters and follows the lives of Stephen
Dedalus and Leopold Bloom, an Irish Jew living in a somewhat hostile
religious environment, in meticulous detail through eighteen hours of
a single day. The sequence of events is modeled on that of Homer’s
Odyssey (ca. 725 BCE; English translation, 1614), which recounts the
many adventures of a canny Odysseus—Ulysses in Latin—and his
crew as they return from the Trojan War, Odysseus’s eventual meeting
with his son Telemachus, the slaughter of his wife’s suitors, and reuni-
fication with the beloved Penelope. The correspondence, however, is
conducted on several different levels so that, for example, Odysseus’s
escape from the one-eyed Cyclops, a man-eating monster, is paralleled
in Joyce’s narrative by Bloom escaping from a pub where he is being
threatened by a xenophobic, tunnel-visioned Irish nationalist called the
Citizen. But Joyce’s parallel is rarely sanguinary: the slaughter of the
suitors in the original story is retold in Molly’s mental dismissal of all
those she suspects might at various times have been interested in her,
including her current—and perhaps first—extramarital lover, in favor
of her returned husband, Leopold. Yet while several of Joyce’s chapters
are given over, wholly or partially, to the interior monologue or stream-
of-consciousness style that was to have such an influence on Faulkner,
there are other techniques and linguistic flights, undertaken in creative
fidelity to the original story, that Faulkner has chosen not to imitate or
for which he has no need. Joyce’s Telemachus figure, Stephen Deda-
lus—educated, introspective, preoccupied with his own inadequate
father and, thematically at least, seeking a replacement in Bloom—
would form a partial template for Faulkner’s Quentin Compson. Even
more tortured and alienated in his being than Dedalus, Compson is also
painfully aware of the inadequacies of his father’s fatalistic philosophy
in dealing with the rage and despair smoldering within him.

In all, then, there are three main elements that Faulkner not so
much acquired from Joyce as found illustrated in his life and writing:
a workbook of interior monologue or stream-of-consciousness style,
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an example of how a provincial history could be transformed into the
universal, and a model of a particular character’s consciousness close
to what he himself wished to write about. Less importantly, Faulkner
also learned how events that were taking place at disparate times could
be unified by reference to a foundational myth: the Odyssey for Joyce,
the events of the Christian Holy Week for Faulkner, though the latter
was less interested in the specific details of the original religious story.

Faulkner never explicitly acknowledged all of this, but he did fre-
quent Joyce’s favorite café in Paris in 1925 in hopes of seeing the
author at a distance—Faulkner lacked the confidence to approach
Joyce—and already revered him as a novelist (Blotner 452). Faulkner
may have become familiar with Ulysses—then banned in the United
States as immoral and often smuggled into the country by writers re-
turning from Europe—as early as 1924, two years after its publication
(and possibly on its first serialized appearance in the modernist Little
Review from 1918 to 1920). Still, though Faulkner admitted this influ-
ence too when Joyce’s biographer Richard Ellmann interviewed him
in 1958, he was vague or evasive as to its details (297). Often he con-
tradicted himself—either deliberately or inadvertently—as to when it
had occurred. Whatever “anxiety of influence” may have weighed on
Faulkner, one need not assume the worst motives for such indirection:
a writer, lost in the intricacies of a difficult composition, will often
forget the details of its genesis or be so aware of the uniqueness of
his own accomplishment that he will rightly resent attributing it to an
earlier model. In attempting to explain this complex influence, Joyce
scholar Hugh Kenner doubts that Faulkner, an extremely busy author
in the 1920s, ever read the whole of the novel; he also points out that
when Faulkner began his own work in the Joycean vein, there was
little explanatory commentary available even from Joyce himself as to
its contours. Nevertheless, Kenner is equally sure that Ulysses served
as an inspiration for Faulkner’s own undertaking (22, 27, 31).

So, while there is no direct knowledge of specific “borrowings” that
Faulkner may have made from Joyce—unlike Virginia Woolf, whose
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1925 Mrs. Dalloway shows a strong Joycean influence and whose ex-
tant notebooks describe in detail how she read Ulysses, even using col-
ored markers to keep track of different episodes—we can fairly eas-
ily decipher similarities and contrasts between Joyce’s and Faulkner’s
respective methods. But most of all, we should attend to T. S. Eliot’s
review of Ulysses in November 1923, with which Faulkner was likely
familiar:

In using the myth [of Homer’s Odyssey], in manipulating a continuous
parallel between contemporaneity and antiquity, Mr. Joyce is pursuing a
method which others must pursue after him. They will not be imitators,
any more than the scientist who uses the discoveries of an Einstein in
pursuing his own, independent, further investigations. It is simply a way
of controlling, of ordering, of giving a shape and a significance to the im-
mense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary history.
. . . Instead of narrative method, we may now use the mythical method.
(177-78; emphasis added)

Indeed, while it is now accepted that Joyce’s intention was to celebrate
the “foul rag and bone shop” of the ordinary (to use Yeats’s phrase from
“The Circus Animal’s Desertion,” line 40), rather than castigate its “fu-
tility,” Faulkner’s own method in The Sound and the Fury would seem
to better fulfill Eliot’s premise of “giving a shape and a significance
to the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contempo-
rary history.” That particular novel begins with “a tale told by an idiot,
full of sound and fury,” which does not perhaps so much “signif]y]
nothing,” as William Shakespeare’s Macbeth decried (5.5.26-28), but
rather what Quentin Compson’s father refers to as “the mausoleum of
all hope and desire” (Sound 86).

In practice, reading The Sound and the Fury benefits from a prior
acquaintance with Ulysses through which one can master the neces-
sary techniques of the stream-of-consciousness method. That is to say,
Joyce introduces readers to such innovations more slowly and more
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gently than does Faulkner. Joyce opens with a description of Buck
Mulligan about to shave himself on the parapet of the Martello Tower
near Dublin while engaged in a mocking dialogue with Stephen Deda-
lus; it is several pages before readers come upon a passage that might
throw them a little and force them to question its placement and mean-
ing. Thus, gradually readers get to explore short runs of Stephen’s inte-
rior monologues before encountering them full throttle, so to speak. In
Faulkner, meanwhile, in his four-day, four-part narrative of the decline
of a southern family consisting of an overly philosophical father, a hy-
pochondriac mother, and their four children—obsessed Quentin, pro-
miscuous Caddy, bitter Jason, and mentally handicapped Benjy—read-
ers are first plunged into speechless Benjy’s stream of consciousness
and must get their bearings within it as best they can. Faulkner was
aware of this difficulty and wished to highlight the many transitions
of the first section by using different colored print for the several time
periods, a desire that was only to be fulfilled in 2012 when such an
edition was finally published. In his own time, Faulkner had to content
himself with using italics to indicate a transition, much like a modern
speed bump in a parking lot, a warning to slow down and pay particu-
lar attention to the shift in the narrative.

Joyce, Woolf, and Faulkner are the most famous stream-of-con-
sciousness writers of the twentieth century, and it is the use of this
technique that presents the most difficulty for their readers. The term
derives from the American psychologist William James and refers to
the fact that human consciousness is less an organization of separate
compartments—assuming that one is always focused exclusively on
the present moment or on one particular thing—than a stream in which
many disparate and often apparently unconnected items follow one an-
other. Thus, for example, while reading a book, one may also be faintly
aware of the temperature in the room, a stray image or memory con-
jured up by the text itself, a painful encounter from the day before, even
a gnawing desire to scratch one’s nose—all of these unarticulated and
jostling with one another in fragmented ways. This reality of human
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life is rarely captured in traditional descriptive prose, which tends to
select and organize what is most important, converting it into coherent
sentences. In this sense, stream-of-consciousness writing is more faith-
ful to day-to-day existence. However, since there is this kind of jumble
inside of everyone, when it is translated to the printed page, when it
is articulated, it can present numerous problems for the reader. The
art of stream-of-consciousness writing, then, is to try to impose some
order on this stream while still giving a sense of its apparently random
workings—to cheat, as it were—so that what seem to be haphazard
thoughts nearly always relate to a theme or larger purpose established
by the author. The exciting aspect of stream-of-consciousness writing
is that narration has moved from being outside the minds of the char-
acters to being inside them, and, at a time when Sigmund Freud’s The
Interpretation of Dreams (1900) was exercising a profound influence
in Europe and the United States, the psychoanalyst’s presence can be
seen broadly in the use of this technique even where the writers them-
selves denied it.

Given this complexity, it is a commonplace in literary criticism that
Ulysses or The Sound and the Fury cannot be “read” but only “reread.”
Such works require much more involvement than do so-called realistic
novels in order to experience their full effects, to have that modernist
sense of dislocation and even bewilderment that is the peculiarity of
the disruptive and fragmented twentieth century yet without becom-
ing totally lost. In any case, Joyce and Faulkner presume dedicated
readers who are willing to do the work of comprehension. Neverthe-
less, the difficulties encountered in the works of both novelists are not
essentially intellectual ones. When the novels are read with care and
attention, many of the problems ostensibly posed by Ulysses and The
Sound and the Fury tend to disappear: one can construct scenes and
characters’ thoughts that in a hasty reading would seem to be merely
an incoherent mishmash. While this is not to say that one needs to read
as closely as Faulkner textual scholar Noel Polk and his associates
did when they made a “commitment to the principle that readers must
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understand each word in Faulkner’s difficult novels at its most basic,
literal level,” even to the extent of compiling “their etymologies, their
cultural and historical backgrounds, and, not least, their pronuncia-
tions,” it may help to keep their example in mind (Ross and Polk vii).

Numerous critics have selected passages from Faulkner’s novels,
and especially from The Sound and the Fury, that show Joyce’s influ-
ence. Again and again, Quentin Compson is compared with his fellow
intellectual Stephen Dedalus. In his extensive examination of such par-
allels, Michael Groden has demonstrated how Molly Bloom’s unpunc-
tuated reveries as she slowly fades to sleep beside her already sleeping
husband has parallels with Quentin’s increasingly jumbled thoughts
about his conversations with his father on suicide and incest, which
occupy his mind in the closing hours of his last day on earth. Joseph
Csicsila has even pointed out several resemblances between Quentin’s
view of sexuality—the virgin-slut dichotomy—and Bloom’s in the
“Nausicca” chapter of Ulysses (80). Indeed, critic Harold Bloom has
summed up a certain disenchantment with mere Joycean imitation in
The Sound and the Fury in his comment that “Joyce’s medley of nar-
rative voices fades in and out of Faulkner’s story with no clear relation
to Faulkner’s purposes” (6). For him, Faulkner’s “rather homely story”
about the collapse of a single white southern family is “too elaborate-
ly wrought” and Faulkner’s real achievement lies in his escape from
Joyce—or from excessive Joycean influence—to write his great novels
of the 1930s (Bloom 6). That, however, is for individual readers to
judge.

Certainly had Faulkner begun with the Quentin section in the way
that Ulysses begins with the Stephen Dedalus chapters or ended it with
Caddy’s stream of consciousness—she remains voiceless, “between
the lines”—he could rightly be accused of being too Joycean (Gwin
47). Faulkner not only ignored many things that Joyce had done—af-
ter all, his novel is just over a quarter the length of Ulysses, and in his
talks at the University of Virginia, he cautioned that Joyce “had more
talent than he could control” (Faulkner 280)—but he also did much
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that the Irish writer had not attempted. In fact, however much Faulkner
may have owed to Joyce’s example, he was trying even less to achieve
fidelity to a text by another author. The tale took him where it would;
as Faulkner himself tells readers, he had to write the story four times in
four different ways—the four sections of the novel—in order to clarify
its meaning (“An Introduction” 414).

Surprisingly—and unlike Ulysses—there is little overt history in
The Sound and the Fury. The history is there, however, buried in the
details of the Compson property’s contraction over the decades; in the
tension with Mrs. Compson’s Bascomb heritage; in Quentin’s obses-
sive code of honor; and, perhaps most of all, in the unspoken relation
between Dilsey’s family and the Compsons. The New Historicist crit-
ics have impressively drawn out such hidden formations in Faulkner
so that even a rather extreme example, such as that offered by Cheryl
Lester, throws significant light on Quentin’s emotional world. Lester
shows how the Great Migration of African Americans from the Deep
South to the cities of the Northeast and Midwest at the beginning of the
twentieth century inflects Quentin’s journey from Mississippi to Mas-
sachusetts in 1909. In the 1945 “Appendix” that Faulkner wrote for a
volume of substantial excerpts edited by Malcolm Cowley, the novelist
rather inelegantly introduced the history of the Compsons in a series of
semiencyclopedic entries that traced them all the way from the Battle
of Culloden in Scotland in 1745, after which the first Compson fled to
the American colonies, right up to the present. It is a piece composed
with a different mindset from that of the original novel, and though it
was routinely attached to The Sound and the Fury for decades after-
ward and hugely influenced the novel’s interpretation, it is no longer in-
cluded. History is, however, brilliantly present in Quentin’s mind as he
reappears in Absalom, Absalom!, and that presence tends to seep into
how readers now see the Quentin of the 1929 novel, just as the Stephen
Dedalus of Ulysses forever mingles with his namesake in Portrait.

The most helpful lesson from Ulysses, however, is that Joyce is al-
ways teaching his audience how to read his story, raising the bar as
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they advance in their competence. Faulkner does the same. This can
be seen, for example, in the Mrs. Patterson incident in the Benjy sec-
tion. Readers have learned in the previous few pages of the novel how
the basic transitions in the narrative function, how a word or incident
in the present where Luster is looking after Benjy can prompt a nar-
rative movement, signified by italics, into some past scene (in which
the name of the caregiver for Benjy at that time is often given). At this
point, Faulkner can ratchet this up and have what initially looks like
the same incident follow itself and thus force readers to become aware
of large and subtle differences between them. Caddy and Benjy have
been sent by their Uncle Maury to deliver a letter to a Mrs. Patterson
“without letting anybody see it”:

There was a fence. The vine was dry, and the wind rattled in it.

“Only I dont see why Uncle Maury didn’t send Versh.” Caddy said.
“Versh wont tell.” Mrs Patterson was looking out the window. “You wait
here.” Caddy said. “Wait right here, now. I’ll be back in a minute. Give
me the letter.” She took the letter out of my pocket. “Keep your hands in
your pockets.” She climbed the fence with the letter in her hand and went
through the brown, rattling flowers. Mrs Patterson came to the door and
opened it and stood there. (7The Sound and the Fury 15)

Immediately following this scene, in which readers’ suspicions about
the letter may or may not have been aroused—there are clues in an
older Versh not being sent with the letter, its being given to the chil-
dren, and Caddy’s mild puzzlement about it—the narrative transitions
to a repetition of the process at another, seemingly later (but likely
earlier) time:

Mr Patterson was chopping in the green flowers. He stopped chopping and
looked at me. Mrs Patterson came across the garden, running. When I saw
her eyes I began to cry. You idiot, Mrs Patterson said, I told him never to

send you alone again. Give it to me. Quick. Mr Patterson came fast, with
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the hoe. Mrs Patterson leaned across the fence, reaching her hand. She was
trying to climb the fence. Give it to me, she said, Give it to me. Mr Patter-
son climbed the fence. He took the letter. Mrs Patterson’s dress was caught
on the fence. I saw her eyes again and I ran down the hill. (15)

The incident forcefully establishes Benjy’s incomprehension about
what is going on in his fear that Mr. Patterson is chasing him. No tags
help readers along, however, so that without the first scene the second
(but chronologically earlier) would be almost incomprehensible (Ross
and Polk 16). The implication is that Uncle Maury is sending clandes-
tine love notes to Mrs. Patterson. Readers have to work this out for
themselves from the clues given. They get their reward—a good mark
from Faulkner—thirty-four pages later when they are proven to have

13

guessed right: Uncle Maury’s “eye was sick, and his mouth” because
of a visit from the cuckolded and irate Mr. Patterson—though here too
readers have to tease out the connection (Faulkner, Sound 49).

Things get ratcheted up even further in the way that Faulkner de-
scribes Benjy becoming involuntarily drunk (through caregiver T. P.’s
negligence) at Caddy’s wedding. For Benjy, as he stumbles around
the hillside, the cows and the barn appear and disappear because he
has no sense of their objective permanence (7he Sound and the Fury
23-24). Now that readers have mastered this incident, several pages
later Faulkner introduces the scene that will eventually cause Benjy to
undergo medical castration. In this case, Faulkner introduces first the
scene of Benjy running along the fence each day the way he used to
when Caddy was coming home from school before she got married and
went away; Benjy cannot get out because the fence gate is locked and
so the girls passing by do not worry about his moaning and groaning.
Readers immediately go from there to a scene in which Mr. Compson
and his son Jason are arguing about how Benjy got outside the fence
through the unlocked gate. Then the actual occasion when Benjy es-
caped is introduced through the italicization device: Benjy approached
the passing girls, and they began to scream. He was subsequently
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struck on the head, and imagery reminiscent of the drunken wedding
scene follows, except this time it is describing his being in a hospital
theater undergoing the castratory operation (58—61). The reader may
not be sure of this at the time, but Faulkner confirms the point later in a
number of scenes and remarks about a naked Benjy looking at himself
in the mirror as he is about to be dressed for bed and hollering and be-
ing told by Luster, “Looking for them aint going to do no good. They 're
gone,” and Jason referring to him as a “gelding” and mentioning the
use of “ether” in the operation (84, 304-5).

In the Benjy section, Faulkner has been progressively raising the
bar but, difficult as it was, these units were discrete and self-contained,
objective pictures of the Compson family dynamics in that Benjy is not
bringing any judgment to the scenes, though Faulkner himself is obvi-
ously manipulating the camera. In the Quentin section, Faulkner mixes
things up by not only shifting to a more sophisticated and abstract nar-
rative—Quentin’s stream of consciousness—but by having the transi-
tions occur within the episodes and only using italics for remembered
speech. Just as Bloom can hardly bear to think of Molly’s lover Blazes
Boylan, who is seducing her as Bloom walks around Dublin, so too
Quentin cannot bear to think of Caddy’s lover and the probable cause
of her pregnancy, Dalton Ames, as he scouts outside Cambridge to find
a suitable site for his upcoming suicide: “/ have committed incest [
said Father it was I it was not Dalton Ames. And when he put Dalton
Ames. Dalton Ames. Dalton Ames. When he put the pistol in my hand
I didn’t” (The Sound and the Fury 90). It is only later when Quentin
lapses into a semicatatonic state and is shortly afterwards knocked out
by an athletic Gerald Bland—Ilike Ames another self-confessed philan-
derer—that he can “remember” the painful scenes from his past: when
he failed to commit suicide-incest with Caddy and when he confronted
Caddy’s lover in a pathetic attempt to run him out of town.

Whether or not Faulkner’s depictions derive in part from the “Circe”
chapter of Ulysses in which Stephen and Bloom are in a brothel and
experience a succession of fantasies or hallucinations does not matter
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much since Faulkner is bringing something new to the table. Quen-
tin, a “half-baked Galahad” motivated by a southern tradition of honor
(126), sees suicide as a worthy choice and the fury within him is ef-
fectively rendered to suggest that—as, later, his brother Jason will rage
against the memory of “the job in the bank of which he had been de-
prived before he ever got it” by a sister who was “always a bitch” (354,
206). Such furies are quite foreign to Stephen and to Bloom, who has
nothing but regret for his father’s suicide by poison; as André Bleikas-
ten notes, with Bloom, “we are obviously in less deep and less troubled
waters” (105). Maybe Bloom’s mundane habit of “watching pennies,”
as Mr. Compson advised Quentin to do, has preserved him from such
an extreme (Sound 204). After all, in “The Dead,” the most important
of the stories in Dubliners (1914), Joyce had already dealt with a Mi-
chael Furey (a real name, but also one with obvious significance), who
shockingly, if indirectly, died because of his youthful love for the hero-
ine of the tale. There, time eventually put his sacrifice into perspective,
relieving the main character, Gabriel Conroy, and the reader from its
dominance. In The Sound and the Fury, on the other hand, Quentin,
“under the first fury of despair” (204), cannot escape the “temporary
state of mind” that will lead to his suicide over his loss of his sister, not
only to marriage but also to a cad (203). That is Ais tragic story, and
Faulkner’s significant difference from the Joyce that resounds in much
of his prose.

Ulysses ends in joy with Molly Bloom repeating the “Yes” of her
original consent to Leopold’s affections (783/644). The Sound and
the Fury concludes with “post and tree, window and doorway and
signboard each in its ordered place” (371), though the order is merely
one that pacifies a mentally handicapped Benjy in a family that seems
closer to decline than it was at the beginning of the novel. However,
reading Faulkner’s narrative, like reading Ulysses, is not at all a gloomy
experience. Faulkner completed his work in a mood of “ecstasy” (“An
Introduction” 415). The attentive twenty-first-century student of The
Sound and the Fury is likely to share at least some of his exultation.
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As I Lay Dying, The Time of Man, and the Modern
Folk Novel

Mark Lucas

When William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying appeared to small sales and
mixed reviews in 1930, it had been preceded by a widely praised best
seller four years before that also featured poor southern farmers endur-
ing barn fires, bad luck, and the wrath of nature. Although out of print
and little known now, Elizabeth Madox Roberts’s The Time of Man
was a sensation when it appeared in 1926. Roberts’s bildungsroman
about the maturation of Ellen Chesser, a downtrodden sharecropper’s
daughter, “was received with almost universal acclaim,” Robert Penn
Warren once remarked (Warren 5). Ford Madox Ford and Sherwood
Anderson, both literary giants of the day, were among its many ad-
mirers. “My love of the book,” Anderson wrote Roberts, “is beyond
expression” (Slavick viii). Also, given the setting, plot elements, and
vernacular of the characters of As I Lay Dying, at least one other great
writer of the era seems to have read it: Faulkner.

The similarities of the two works in terms of setting are appar-
ent. Both The Time of Man and As I Lay Dying have journey plots,
take place in the early twentieth century, and feature rural southern
families who are isolated and poor. Men wear brogans and drink wa-
ter from cedar buckets. Women milk cows, cook turnip greens, and
trade eggs for household needs. Both narratives unfold aboard wagons,
along roads, and in dog-run cabins and unpainted barns. Both reveal a
Chaucerian spectrum of human nature in the people met as the jour-
ney evolves. Both works even have “graphophones,” an “Uncle Billy,”
“barnburners,” and someone who has to be hauled by plowline. Such
correspondences between the two novels are many. The hill-country
part of Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County may be farther south than
Roberts’s Kentucky hills, but in folkways, speech, and texture of life
the two literary landscapes are remarkably alike.
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Overlapping details of setting may or may not indicate influence,
of course, and for that matter, Faulkner did not need to read anyone’s
novel to know about people of the Bundrens’ class, namely white
“plain folk” or “yeomanry.” (Roberts’s Chessers and Kents, not own-
ing the land they work, are plain folk of lower status than the Bund-
rens.) Faulkner grew up a town boy, but he knew the countryside well,
especially country talk. He remembered having accompanied his poli-
tician uncle on campaigns: “‘I would go around with him and listen on
the front galleries of country stores and listen to the talk that would go
on.”” He also learned country ways and lingo, he said, through “‘hors-
es and hunting, things like that, but without carrying a notebook at all,
(Gwynn 273). Like Faulkner, Roberts grew up in
the small-town South—Springfield, Kentucky, in her case—and came

299

just to remember

by her knowledge of country life the same way he did, by paying atten-
tion. Several years she spent as a young country schoolteacher were of
particular importance (Campbell 19-20).

Parallel settings aside, the case to be made for influence begins
with certain verbal echoes and a notable plot element. In her introduc-
tion to Annotations to Faulkner'’s “As I Lay Dying” (1990), Dianne
Luce singles out “the frequency with which Elizabeth Madox Rob-
erts’ lyrical novel of country life” is echoed (ii). She specifically cites
nineteen such correspondences. There is an analogue in The Time of
Man, for instance, for Dewey Dell’s exposed sense that “they [Darl’s
eyes] swim to pin points . . . and then my dress is gone” (Faulkner
121, Luce 51). Of Joe Trent’s eyes Ellen Chesser observes, “they could
draw down into little tubes of looks that went into her dress, under
her skin, into her blood” (Roberts 70—71). Another striking echo is the
passage in The Time of Man when Ellen chants the existence of Jonas
Prather out of her mind. “‘Jonas, Jonas, Jonas,’” she thinks. “It was
nothing but a word, gone out of her body . . . a flat sound without
meaning” (Roberts 260). The parallel with Addie’s erasure of Anse is
remarkable: “I would think: Anse. Why Anse. Why are you Anse. |
would think about his name until after a while I could see the word as
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a shape . . . profoundly without life” (Faulkner 173). Likewise, Addie’s
yearning response to cries of wild geese “high and wild out of the wild
darkness” (Faulkner 170) has its counterpart in Ellen: “Far away some
geese, disturbed, were crying, the tones coming as high thin music flar-
ing upward into the dark” (Roberts 72). It is not necessary to attribute
conscious borrowing to Faulkner to feel nonetheless that The Time of
Man was indeed a quarry for him.

Beyond verbal parallels, the plot element of the “barnburner” stands
out. In As I Lay Dying, Darl’s torching of Gillespie’s barn is the spec-
tacular climax of the Bundren’s travails on the long road to Jefferson.
The stigma of being a barn burner is so great—not to mention the Bun-
dren family’s potential legal liability for the destroyed barn—that Darl
is committed to the state insane asylum. The pariah branding of the
barn burner is equally part of the plot of The Time of Man, for Jasper
Kent, Ellen’s man, suffers under the suspicion of having started two
barn fires. He is probably innocent, but there is just enough ambigu-
ity that Ellen herself wonders. Barn arson was a feared and hated act
of rural violence, and Faulkner made it a key element of The Hamlet
(1940) later in his career as well as in 4s I Lay Dying. Interestingly, in
both The Time of Man and As I Lay Dying, the patent wrong of destroy-
ing stock and property is set against arguments for the barn burnings.

More central than all the above correspondences, however, is the
fundamental starting point from which both authors proceed: the ar-
tistic decision to believe in, and to find a way to convey, the complex-
ity of provincial characters. Isolated and deprived, thought of by out-
siders as “country simple,” Ellen Chesser and her literary kinfolk in
Faulkner’s novel are keenly alive inside their minds. To convey the
interplay between inner and outer was crucial to both authors. What
Roberts once wrote about her quest as a writer might also have de-
scribed Faulkner’s endeavor in As I Lay Dying: “Somewhere there is
a connection between the world of the mind and the outer order. It is
the secret of the contact that we are after, the point, the moment of the
union” (Campbell 33). What particularly electrifies that “moment of
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the union” in both novels is the extreme contrast between impassive or
veiled exteriors and the hyperaware recesses of the mind. Both novels
gain a powerful effect from stripping away “hayseed,” “bumpkin” ex-
teriors (the epithets are many) to reveal what is sinuous and dynamic
below.

High-culture technique combined with folk-culture subject matter
is one way to describe the common strategies adopted by Faulkner
and Roberts, for both novels’ story lines have ballad characteristics. In
exploring the unsettling “carnival” mode of As I Lay Dying, Richard
Gray notes the folk element in the novel, the way the Bundrens “are
situated within an accumulating store of legend” in a manner “similar
to that of a folksong” (Gray 152—53). The particular type of folk narra-
tive echoed is one of the most venerable, the disaster ballad. “The Bal-
lad of Casey Jones” is a famous example, detailing in verse after verse
a spectacular train wreck. The Bundrens’ story is likewise a calamitous
tale delivered in unfolding detail, fifty-nine “verses” in fact, with flood,
fire, mules, buzzards, and concrete cast all given their due in the com-
munal telling.

Ellen Chesser’s story is balladlike too, though reminiscent of an-
other type. It is a rewriting of the false-hearted lover narrative. “Come
All You Fair and Tender Ladies” is a classic of this mode. “Take warn-
ing how you court your men,” sings the betrayed young woman of the
song, for “away they’ll go and court some other.” Ellen knows and
loves such ballads; they are what she has instead of books. Art be-
comes fact when Jonas Prather’s desertion makes Ellen the girl of the
ballad. Unlike Cassie MacMurtrie, also the victim of a false-hearted
man, Ellen refuses to die for love, as happens in so many of the bal-
lads. The larger artistic pattern is twofold: both Faulkner and Roberts
embrace traditional folk elements in these novels, but their shared next
impulse is not “folk™ at all, for both also embrace modern notions of
the mind and its presentation.

Nonetheless, for all they share, the two works diverge in style and
tone. Roberts’s way of penetrating the flint surfaces of rustic characters
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is quiet, thythmic, and tender. Faulkner’s way, despite essential paral-
lels, is so heightened and multifarious as to be a phenomenon of a com-
pletely different order. Since The Time of Man is relatively unknown
today, examining it first and at a little length will be a useful prologue
to exploring the parallels and departures in the narrative strategies of
As I Lay Dying. To think about Faulkner’s novel in the context of Rob-
erts’s is a way to look afresh at a key part of the reading experience of
As I Lay Dying, the delightfully complex intersection of characteriza-
tion, point of view, and tone.

Even before the country schoolteacher Roberts went to the University
of Chicago and became a modern artist, she already admired the Irish
playwright John Millington Synge and the way he found music in the
peasant speech of rural Ireland. She saw as well that the strategy could
be transferred to the Knob Country of Kentucky (Slavick xi). The sto-
ic, uneducated folk who populate The Time of Man voice themselves in
a resonant language, however haltingly delivered. “‘A big ripe peach
is like a promise in the wilderness,”” says the wandering tree salesman
(Roberts 377). Most of Ellen’s life passes inarticulately, inside “feeling
[that] could not take words” (Roberts 73), but in such moments as her

(113

father’s chance remark that “‘no plow iron ever cut this-here hill afore,
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not in the whole time of man’”’ (Roberts 87), the relentless now of one
hardscrabble situation after another opens out into mythic dimensions,
into deep wells of feeling and context.

A remarkable example of the sleight of hand by which Roberts turns
low diction to epic purposes may be found in the porch talk of Ellen
and Jasper in the autumn before they marry. One notes its curious ebbs

and flows, repetitions and disconnections:

“Hear the dogs howl,” she said, “off toward Stigall’s it is. It’s a lonesome
sound, like the end of the world. Are you afeared of the end of the world?”
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“I feel like I could pick up a hill or I could break open a mountain with
my fist, and what call have I got to be afeared of a lonesome sound to-
night? But it’s a lonesome one.”

“Lonesome like doves a-callen in trees to each other. Did you ever in
your time hear a dove call and then another one answers?”

“I could pick up a hill with my strength.”

“One asks the question, the doves, and then the other comes right along
with the next call.”

“I could pick up a hill or I could break open a rock with my fist.”

“It’s the sorrowfulest sound there is, as if it knowed what would come.
Fair and sorrowful all together. It calls to mind good times that are lost and
bad sorrowful ones, both gone together somehow.”

“I take notice of doves a heap in spring. A dove call denotes spring is
come for sure, and it’s safe then to plant corn.”

“And a dove has got one drop of human blood in its body somewheres,
they say.” (Roberts 284)

The vernacular diction of the dialogue is as real as dirt. However, the
disconnected planes of musing utterance, what might be called the dia-
logue’s poetic quality of strophe and antistrophe, are strangely styl-
ized and repetitive, a strategy from the modernist toolbox that Roberts
blended with her realism. Ellen’s is the voice of longing and wonder-
ment, Jasper’s of muscle and fact. The two voices run parallel, do not
intersect or engage. What they do share, however, is dreaminess. In-
terestingly, Jasper’s Samson-like dream of indomitability will be shat-
tered by novel’s end, and Ellen’s premonition of sorrow will prove
true.

The passage accomplishes more than foreshadowing, however. Its
principal contribution is tonal. It constitutes a kind of verbal music that
is poignant and enlarging in tone. Doves are augurs and part human.
There are mountains to “break open” with a hero’s fist. Distant hounds
sound like “the end.” Great doings and magic seem to live. There is
nothing comic or deflating or even realistic, for that matter, in the gaps
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of the exchange. Rather, the effect of its counterpoint is to lift the nar-
rative into the epic register that Roberts sought.

In journal notes, Roberts wrote that her aim was to make “the wan-
dering tenant farmer of our region . . . a symbol for an Odyss[e]y of
Man” (Rovit 9). Elucidating Roberts’s idea of a modern odyssey, Earl
Rovit highlights Ellen Chesser’s “epic struggle for life against the fa-
tal forces of nature” (Rovit 10). She is an Odysseus of the lowly, and
endurance is her heroic virtue. Hers is a twenty-year wander, beset not
by gods and monsters but by “the spectacular panorama of nature” and
its inexorable cycles (Rovit 11). The wind and the rain, the field and
the well, the seed and the hoe—these are the constants of her journey.

Ellen is indeed an emblematic hero, yet, as Rovit says, it is by a
strange inversion that this is accomplished. She is “the lowest common
denominator of mankind,” stripped of “every refinement of culture not
absolutely essential to that which makes her a human being” (Rovit
15)—prefiguring in this the burned and broken Bundrens grinding
on toward Jefferson “as though the very earth would hush our entry”
(Faulkner 229). Hunger, isolation, betrayal, and humiliation are Ellen’s
lot in life. The story’s outer trajectory is but rags to rags. It ends as it
began: a poverty-stricken family on a wagon. Yet Ellen trudges on with
her tenacious life force. Over and again she flowers out of stone.

Despite the sorrow of Ellen’s young family’s expulsion from Rock
Creek in the narrative’s closing sequence, the children’s wagon chat-
ter is a reprise of the strains of lyricism that thread the whole work.
““Where are we a-goen, Mammy?’”” asks Nan. The question of destina-
tions unleashes flights of longing and wonder from one voice after an-
other: “‘I heared it said one time that all the stars have names.’” ““You
could learn that in books.”” ““ And all the sky and how deep it goes, and
whe’r it’s got an end or not?’”” (Roberts 393-94). The undaunted notes
of the close of the novel connect with and redefine one of the book’s
darkest passages. In a wretched interval of her past, Ellen had found
herself living in poverty in yet another exploitative tenant situation,
this time at the Goddard place. Rain dripped through the roof and her
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children grew hollow-eyed in want while they all waited “upon the
hazards of the seasons” (331). In the misery of this bad time, she had
had a troubling vision of her children grown to adulthood, “all standing
about the cabin door until they darkened the path with their shadows,
all asking beyond what she had to give, always demanding, always
wanting more of her and more of them always wanting to be.” “‘Out of
me,”” thinks Ellen, “‘come people forever, forever’” (Roberts 333). It
is a symbolic moment. Out of her indeed come people forever: the salt
of the earth from the dirt-born enduring Everywoman. Call her poor
white, but she is not, in her own mind or Roberts’s, trash. “Out of me
come people forever.” Who are those “people”? They are the children
in the wagon dreaming about stars and books and a crop of their own.
Ellen may not always be able to feed them meat, but she has fed them
her dreams. The close of the story recasts and resolves the season of
despair. The verbal music typified by the ending is Roberts’s signature.
She risks the shoals of sentimentalism perhaps, but the passage suc-
ceeds because the vernacular remains true, and most of all, because the
golden moment is so hard-won. Long seasons of woe lie both behind
and ahead.

There are triumphs of character in Roberts’s created world but no
triumphs over circumstance. Jasper’s strength goes for naught. El-
len’s goodness secures nothing. Yet Roberts lifts her humble nobody
up to heroic stature by powerfully rendering her interior life. Ellen’s
thoughts may typically lie too deep for utterance, but Roberts opens El-
len’s mind to the reader in ways that suggest the girl’s moil of feelings,
impressions, and sensations, something near subjective consciousness
itself. Trying to fall asleep one night on a cabin floor, for instance,
young Ellen replays the long day’s fields and toil and farmer’s orders,
seeing again “little grains of soil swimming past her tired eyes” until
“the farmer was there with his stiff legs and square butt, bending over
the plant bed, urging everyone forward, trying to be both familiar and
commanding. Across the mud and the swimming grains of soil ran his
yellow house, off past trees, ran mist, roof-shapes, bobolinks over a
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meadow, blackbirds in locust trees, bumblebees dragging their bodies
over red clover” (Roberts 15). Images reel by in dreamlike liquidity.
Actual words spoken may be as simple as “‘I look for spring’” (186) or
“‘I couldn’t say e’er word for sure’” (Roberts 193), but the accompany-
ing thoughts spin through chains of complex cerebration: “She could
not think why one would quit life,” she reflects when Cassie MacMur-
trie commits suicide. “A great will to live surged up in her, including
the entire assembly—the coroner, Squire Dorsey, Henry, Miss Tod, Mr.
Al, all of them. They would all live. She was living. Only life was
comprehensible and actual, present. She was herself life. It went with
her wherever she went, holding its abode in her being” (Roberts 193).
Ellen would not use the word “comprehensible” in speech—in fact she
probably does not even know the word—but her internal life is so vivid
and sensitive that almost no vocabulary is off-limits for conveying it.
Ellen can feel what “holding its abode in her being” expresses even
though she would never use the phrase. This is simply a convention of
Roberts’s narration, one that Faulkner will use as well.

One other strategy for rendering Ellen’s interior life is via the lone-
ly girl’s habit of silently talking to herself. There is a whisper inside
her brain on occasion, a “mind-voice” that rattles through transition-
less impressions, memories, and fantasies. “‘People a-dyen in ships at
midnight,”” she “talk-thinks” from a creek rock one August afternoon,
“‘and people a-goen to a foreign country with pots made outen gold
and skillets made outen silver on the pack-horse, and gold cups. People
a-goen to London-town—Is this the way to London-town?—and an
old, old queen. And a story about a horse could talk’” (Roberts 45).
Adolescent confusion erupts in similar passages. “Unable to gather her
sense into a thought” one melancholy evening as she nears sixteen, El-
len begins silently to “talk’ her consciousness instead: ““What is it is a-
beaten down on my breath? I’m a-fallen through the world and there’s
no end to the top and no end to the bottom. Mammy a-getten up and
a-cooken and a-goen to bed and Pappy works all day, and we have to
eat and we have to wear and we have to have a fire, and there’s no end
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to anything’” (Roberts 96). At such junctures the narrative becomes
more first-person monologue than third-person limited. The parallel in
As I Lay Dying, cast completely in first-person interior monologue, is

striking.

Elemental struggle yoked with deep-mind poetry, homegrown folk ma-
terial blended with intense subjectivity—it is hard to imagine Faulkner
reading The Time of Man without seeing exciting possibilities for his
own imagination. Here was inspiration close to home. 4s I Lay Dying
would certainly embrace Roberts’s governing notions: the idea of an
endurance trial so primordial that it creates its own epic atmosphere
and the idea of the untutored mind possessed of deep capacities. How
it would embody those notions was pure Faulkner. To consider the two
works side by side now, especially in terms of technique and, finally,
tone, is revealing.

As I Lay Dying spins a shrewdly plotted, generally chronological
story. As psychological as it is in focus, it is not at all short on action.
Addie Bundren, the mother of the backcountry Bundren clan, oversees
the building of her own coffin as she lies dying. The doctor arrives,
hauled up the bluff by plowline, but it is too late. Addie dies, is put
in her wedding dress and then the pine box. Her youngest child, after
beating the doctor’s horses, drills holes in the coffin lid and on into
his mother’s face. Then the body is loaded into the family wagon to
honor Addie’s wish: to be buried in town. However, torrential rains
have taken out the bridges. The trip swiftly becomes an Underworld
journey complete with a harum-scarum river crossing, dead mules, a
hay-barn inferno, a shocking flashback revelation, an audibly decom-
posing corpse, and a son declared insane. Then in the final paragraph
a twist ending: the husband remarries the day after putting his wife in
the ground.

One can imagine a highly readable conventional novel made from
these materials. But As I Lay Dying is not conventional. Where The
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Time of Man has the traditional continuity of the consistent third-per-
son-limited narrative, As I Lay Dying is fractured into fifty-nine short
chapters delivered from fifteen first-person points of view. Faulkner
ran a risk. The technical intricacy might have spoiled a good story. But
instead it intensifies it. What makes the novel such a dazzling reading
experience, far more in truth than the audacious plot, is the multiplicity
of complex voices. Faulkner brings the bright, jagged pieces together
in a brilliant, if disorienting, mosaic. It is as if the subjectivity subtly
employed by Roberts has entered a house of mirrors.

Each chapter is a character’s name and then anywhere from a sen-
tence to nine pages of interior monologue. The monologues address
no one, yet work steadily in service of the reader as they advance the
what and the why of the story. The technique here has reasonably been
called stream-of-consciousness narration, plugged in as the reader is
to each narrator’s silent thoughts and feelings, but one notices that the
consciousnesses represented only intermittently “stream” in the unor-
dered, spontaneous way such a word suggests. The monologues accel-
erate into “streaming mode” only in heightened moments that are all
the more arresting for being wavelike and passing.

Like Roberts, Faulkner employs a polyphony of inner and outer—
multiple melodies at once, one could say, borrowing from music ter-
minology. In The Time of Man Roberts achieves a striking effect from
the contrast between Ellen’s simple country speech and her complex
language of thought. The scene cited earlier in which she is questioned
by the coroner is a good example: “Did she know of any reason Cassie
MacMurtrie might have for hanging herself?”” In the matter of seconds
before she replies, her mind swirls through layers of reflection. She
visualizes Cassie’s discovery of her husband’s adultery; she detours
into thoughts of Jonas; she opens out into a great, encompassing will to
live. All of this cerebration the coroner will never know. Ellen’s reply
is simply, “‘Miss Cassie didn’t say e’er word to me about her trouble’”
(Roberts 193).
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Faulkner, too, employs this kind of polyphony, but with a multi-
voiced exuberance that is a symphony next to Roberts’s piano. The
strategy is multiplied and intensified with astonishing results. The ex-
ternal action of Darl’s second chapter, for instance, consists merely
of his getting a drink of water and being asked, “Where’s Jewel?” In
the brief interval before Darl gives his demotic reply—"Down to the
barn . . . Harnessing the team”—his mind darts through at least seven
layers of reflection: the taste of water from a cedar bucket, the look
of stars reflected in a gourd dipper, a pubescent memory of nighttime
silence “blowing upon [his] parts,” an intuition of coming rain, a quick
history of his father’s wrecked toes, a visual deduction of Tull’s hen-
pecked home life, and a wildly inventive mental snapshot of his fa-
ther’s brogans looking “as though they had been hacked with a blunt
axe out of pig-iron” (Faulkner 11). Nor is that the end of the psycho-
logical pyrotechnics, for the flat seven-word reply, which is actually a
cover-up lie, is followed by nothing less than a vision. Darl sees in his
mind’s eye “a tableau savage in the sun”: Jewel’s violent ballet with his
horse, which is what in all likelihood is really happening “down to the
barn.” It is an intensely detailed, two-page description, complete with
dialogue, looped chains of participial phrases, and words like “curvet-
ting,” “myriad,” and “hiatus” (Faulkner 12—13). Moreover, the tableau
unfolds as if Darl were an intimate observer, but he is not there.

Narrowly speaking, the episode might be said to disrupt credibility.
However, the reader recognizes and swiftly follows the shift from one
level of thought to a deeper one and enjoys both the fuller revelation
of character and the freshness of a new way of “telling.” One need not
exactly share Stephen Ross’s view that the novel is “fundamentally
spoken” (Ross 111) to agree with his sense that the deviations from a
character’s normal diction and syntax are deeply revealing. As [ Lay
Dying is indeed, as Ross argues, a tour de force of “differing registers
of fictional discourse” (Ross 111). Rather than experiencing such de-
viations as breaches of verisimilitude, most readers take them simply
as expansions of perceptual reality, not violations. With subtle tense
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and tone shifts, Faulkner handles the transitions so shrewdly that the
reader follows the modulations without pause. There is a jolt of excite-
ment but not of resistance. As in Roberts, the reader understands the
character’s mind to know and feel with a hypersensitivity indicated by
language beyond its actual vocabulary.

The polyphony between inner and outer is even more fundamental
to the reading experience of As I Lay Dying than to that of The Time of
Man. As spectacularly dysfunctional as the Bundrens are as a family
unit, they are none of them “simple,” not even Anse. He may have the
one-note quality of the “flat” comic character, the single note in his
case being self-interest, but consider his communism-of-the-afterlife
theology (Faulkner 110—11), the nimbleness and success with which he
plays his Job card beginning to end (“for who He loveth, so doeth He
chastiseth” [Faulkner 110-11]), and his amazing replacement-drudge
detector. “He’ll get it, too,” Darl says in homage when they stop at the
duck-shaped woman’s house for a shovel. “Ay,” says Cash, foreseeing
all: “It was just like he [Anse] knowed, like he could see through the
walls and into the next ten minutes” (Faulkner 236).

Such passages as the love-duet porch talk in The Time of Man have
no counterpart in As I Lay Dying, albeit Anse comically mouths one
side of such a conversation (“The somebody you was young with and
you growed old in her and she growed old in you” [Faulkner 234]).
Faulkner seldom goes for Roberts’s shimmer effect in his dialogue.
The talk is plain. Only the phonies—Anse, Whitfield, and Cora—in-
dulge in spoken eloquence, their florid locutions the index of their hol-
lowness. The laconic quality of most of the dialogue does not mean,
however, that Faulkner hears no poetry in his characters.

There are many passages of dreamy wonderment in As I Lay Dying,
all the strife of the action notwithstanding. Darl’s mind is filled with
such, from remembered stars in the water bucket to a sun “poised like
a bloody egg upon a crest of thunderheads” (Faulkner 11, 40); from
reflecting that a woman’s legs are “that caliper which measures the
length and breadth of life” to his thought before the last rise into town:
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“Life was created in the valleys. It blew up onto the hills on the old
terrors” (Faulkner 104, 227). Even literal-minded Cash can be figura-
tive, such as in the carpentry metaphors of his internal homily on “the
olden right teaching” to “drive the nails down and trim the edges well
always like it was for your own use” because “it’s better to build a tight
chicken coop than a shoddy courthouse” (Faulkner 234). The fascinat-
ing oddities of Vardaman’s juvenile perceptions are another slice of
the journey’s incongruous poetry: “Darl and I go across the moon”;
streetlights “roost in the trees”; the burning barn collapses “swirling,
making the stars run backward” (Faulkner 214, 249, 225). None of
the Bundren siblings are dull to experience. Darl is a bard in overalls,
Cash a stoic philosopher, Dewey Dell a quivering web of feeling. And
their mother, her one monologue reveals, is a ferocious priestess of
freethinking. The underlying point is that these characters are all full of
potential, however frustrated. They can certainly look like simpletons
to the casual observer or seem “stone-hearted,” as Cora judges them
(Faulkner 23), but they are not.

Faulkner and Roberts share a key premise: one’s deepest life is lived
“in the head.” The engine of thought churns inside a self that is all the
more alive for being secret. The landowner may bark at Roberts’s hero-
ine about an escaped pig, for instance, but “the deep-running currents of
her life [hold] him in but very little place” (Roberts 315). Samson in As
I Lay Dying tries to tell himself that men, unlike women, take life “as
it comes,” without brooding. Then he promptly spirals into a knot of
hallucinatory overthinking (Faulkner 118). Similarly, Vernon Tull has
a virtual credo of thought suppression—“For the Lord aimed for [men]|
to do and not spend too much time thinking” (Faulkner 71)—but he
tramples it to shreds in one of the most intricately thoughtful chapters of
the novel (Faulkner 68—74). The crowning moment of this clinic in the
primacy of the silent but whirling mind is when, in a bout of insomnia,
Darl reasons out his homespun version of Descartes’s famous “cogito
ergo sum”: “And then I must be, or I could not empty myself for sleep in
a strange room. And so if [ am not emptied yet, [ am is” (Faulkner 81).
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Darl is the most extreme example of narrative polyphony, but one
might just as readily turn to a character whose reflectiveness is some-
times sold short, Dewey Dell. To begin by considering her in parallel
with Ellen Chesser, her counterpart (sans pregnancy) in The Time of
Man, one notes that they are both denigrated as “people like that” by
the larger world (Roberts 19). “We are country people, not as good as
town people” (Faulkner 60), thinks Dewey Dell herself, resigned to
the prejudice that Ellen also knows. Roberts and Faulkner explode the
stereotype to reveal characters of stunning depth. Both girls are un-
grammatical and inarticulate by parlor-talk standards, but they possess
anything but flat psyches. For instance, Ellen can only stutter, “‘Mr.
Bodine told Pappy’” (Roberts 37), when shooed away from the black-
berries by the farmer’s wife, yet immediately afterward her mind fills
with minute perception of nature, ballad lyrics, a fortune-teller’s patter,
and, finally, a summing-up of Mrs. Bodine: “‘I know about everything
she does, in and out of her big ugly house, a-planten her late cabbage
one day and a-putten up jam the next, with Pappy to cut her stove-
wood’” (Roberts 38-39). Even when Ellen’s tongue is not articulate,
her perceptions are.

Dewey Dell’s interior life is equally alive, often neurotically so. Be-
cause her naiveté and desperation make her gullible, critics sometimes
forget how rich her mind can be. The Dewey Dell monologue during
the family’s silent refusal of the turnoff for the New Hope churchyard,
for instance, is virtually psychedelic. Her panic about being pregnant
colors everything, including her desperate desire to keep the journey
moving toward town and the abortion medicine Lafe says is there.
Narrative description (“The signboard comes in sight”) escalates into
hallucinatory thought language as inanimate objects come to life:
signboard and road “look™ and “wait.” Everything has the “time” that
Dewey Dell does not. She wants to grieve for her mother (“I wish I had
time to let her die”), but “the womb of time” has become her own ex-
panding pelvic girdle: “the agony and the despair of spreading bones.”
Even in her agitation she is capable of sympathetic imagination, for
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she notices a quality “pale empty sad composed and questioning” in
Cash. Then in one instant she sees Darl’s vision as a strange projector
(“The land runs out of Darl’s eyes”) and in the next as an x-ray (“his
eyes] swim to pin points . . . and then my dress is gone”). Her mind
divides into three essentially simultaneous layers of consciousness,
Faulkner using italics to indicate the layers: (1) telepathic “eye-talk”
from Darl in the present, (2) freeze-frames from a memory of a bloody
midnight hallucination, and (3) recollection of a nightmare she once
had, a nothingness scenario that repeatedly haunts her in one form or
another. Punctuation disappears at the frenzied height of the sequence,
the nightmare (Faulkner 120-21), which coincides exactly with the
crisis of choice adjacent to the dreaded turn.

The chapter has a musical dynamic—crescendo and diminuendo—
that follows the curve of Dewey Dell’s rising and falling hysteria.
Once the New Hope crisis has passed, her mind quiets, but not without
one last tremor. “I believe in God, God,” she thinks. “God, I believe in
God” (Faulkner 122). The repetitions of the profession of faith suggest
anxiety more than conviction. What Dewey Dell feels throughout the
chapter is not garden-variety “worry.” As her barn monologue earlier
underscores, she has become worry itself, the raw experience, what
Addie terms “the dark voicelessness in which the words are the deeds”
(Faulkner 174): “I said You dont know what worry is,” Dewey Dell
thinks. “I dont know what it is. I dont know whether I am worrying or
not. . . . I feel like a wet seed wild in the hot blind earth” (Faulkner 64).
The addressed “You” is Lafe, her fleeing lover and a mere mouther of
the word “worry.” Dewey Dell is the thing itself.

One of the saddest and most subtly rendered passages in the novel
is Dewey Dell’s final monologue, during which Anse takes the mon-
ey package she has been bearing like an amulet. Not a single thought
emerges, only a verbatim transcript of the brief dialogue and then the
blank report, “He took the money and went out” (Faulkner 257). Her
defeat is complete. Her driving mind has been blotted out.
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The Time of Man is a love story. It tells the story of the three loves of
Ellen Chesser: Jonas Prather, Jasper Kent, and life itself. The third is
the central thread of everything in the narrative. Ellen lives in poverty
and endless toil, yet her highs are as high as anyone’s. She is mere
“road trash” in the eyes of the propertied farmer or the educated town
dweller, yet her interior life is subtle, intense, and open to wonder. Thus
it is that even though the plot of The Time of Man is a litany of set-
backs, its tone is not dark. Ellen loses her childhood friend. Her father
is a serial failure. Ellen suffers betrayal in love. New love is thwarted
by catastrophe. That much is the first three quarters of the book. Then
after the brief and dreamlike elopement sequence, the outer story turns
to adultery, a lost child, mob violence, and exile. Nonetheless, the nar-
rative embodies what Rovit terms a “fundamental faith in the essential
nobility of man” (Rovit 22). The epic elevations of style offer a dignity
to humble material. The resilience and aspiration of Ellen, and then
in turn her children, are a testimonial to character. What might have
shrunken into bitterness and frustration has not. The lyrical tone of
Roberts’s love narrative is its harmonic center beginning to end.

Unlike The Time of Man, however, As I Lay Dying is extremely
resistant to classification of mode or tone. Where one commentator
speaks of Faulkner’s “most affectionate” novel (Howe 189), another
sees an “ending [that] makes us feel as though we had been tricked into
caring at all” (Thompson 9). “Are we to laugh or cry over the Bund-
rens’ exploit?” asks Cleanth Brooks (93). The novel’s “turgid thick-
ness of meaning” is breathtakingly “patternless,” says Calvin Bedient
(62-63). Warwick Wadlington finds in the work’s wild mix of “epic
storytelling, tragedy, and grotesque humor” a deliberate “outrageous-
ness” (36). There is a long tradition of finding it difficult to designate
the book’s tone, much less say what kind of story it is.

However, there are affirmations of character in 4s I Lay Dying, with
an accompanying sympathy and seriousness, even the stately dignity
of tragedy. One thinks of the heroism of Jewel, the stoic suffering of
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Cash; the Good Samaritanism of all the Tulls, Armstids, and Peabodys;
and the remarkable depth beneath one humble exterior after another.
The book’s very title is epic, a quotation from Homer’s Odyssey (ca.
725 BCE; English translation, 1614).

Nonetheless, the novel has a withering side, half comic and half
darkly absurd. What Anse calls a sacred promise was actually Addie’s
practical joke. The one Bundren who tries to halt the family’s suffering
and humiliation is straitjacketed and institutionalized. Dewey Dell’s
laughable “cottonsack reasoning” for coupling with Lafe culminates
in her de facto rape in a Jefferson drugstore, the butt of a farmer’s
daughter joke. And who wins in the world bodied forth in this novel?
Anse Bundren, the human cockroach. The Homeric title is suddenly
parody.

Perhaps the tonal quandary is a way of saying Faulkner’s cup of
invention runs over. 4s [ Lay Dying is a Roman candle of sixty flares:
fifty-nine surprise-laden monologues and then whatever happens in the
reader’s mind at the end of the show. The Time of Man, by contrast,
has a single, central consciousness that keeps the book all in the key
of nature. Roberts’s romanticism is tough, but it is still romanticism.
Enduring all weathers, Ellen becomes all weathers and catches up the
glow of the nature goddess Luke Wimble sees in her. She’s a flower,
an apple, wild honey. As I Lay Dying has no such presiding presence.
What it does share with Roberts’s novel, though, is a profound sense
of the interior lives of humble characters. Roberts was a door opener in
the house of southern fiction. The ruckus Faulkner raised beyond that
door is astonishing.
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“Shall Not the Judge of All the Earth Do Right?” William
Faulkner, Cormac McCarthy, and Jurisprudence
Bryan Giemza

Literary criticism bearing on Cormac McCarthy has tended to break
his writing career into two distinct phases: a William Faulkner phase
and an Ernest Hemingway phase. At various times, the signature style
of one of these two writers seems to predominate in his work. Mc-
Carthy had certainly read both writers even as he commenced his own
writing career, and there are good examples of both influences in his
early work. The formally playful first phase, which is characterized by
richly descriptive, extended passages, run-together coinages, and, to
some degree, stream of consciousness, operates in a familiar southern
gothic mode. Critical consensus deems this McCarthy’s “Faulkner”
phase, exemplified in his earlier Appalachian works, culminating per-
haps in Suttree (1979), and tapering off in the spare, slimmed-down
prose of the works that followed Blood Meridian (1985). Critical
consensus also holds that this marked the beginning of McCarthy’s
“Hemingway” phase.

In fact, McCarthy was so much under the spell of Faulkner’s in-
fluence that Harold Bloom observed of this earlier phase, “It seemed
to me to be Faulknerian in a way that was not really integrated in a
way that made it McCarthy’s own. It may have been Suttree, in fact,
a book that I haven’t read since. It was a strong book, but you had
the feeling at times that it was written by William Faulkner and not
by Cormac McCarthy” (Bloom). If it sounds like Bloom is suggesting
that McCarthy’s work is “merely” derivative, bear in mind that Bloom
also proclaimed Blood Meridian to be “the greatest single book since
Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying” (ibid.) and that Suttree pays obvious tribute
to Joyce’s Ulysses (1922). In fact, that influence prevails so thoroughly
that McCarthy could be accused of “borrowing” from Joyce in Suttree
as well.
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The anxieties of influence indeed proliferate, but they are somewhat
beside the point, as they are incontrovertible. Anyone who reads Mc-
Carthy’s earlier novels will detect Faulkner’s presence on virtually ev-
ery page. There is kinship in McCarthy’s winding syntax, his lengthy
sentences and Latinate vocabulary, and even in his unorthodox punctu-
ation. While everyone seems to agree that Faulkner’s work is the major
literary progenitor of McCarthy’s earlier work, the critical commen-
tary has been somewhat impressionistic in describing the exact nature
of their kinship. The objective of this essay is to make these relation-
ships more tangible by narrowing the field of focus and mapping their
shared interest in the parlance and ethical questions of law.

Certainly the common link in the subject of law is arbitrary; there
are myriad ways to connect the two writers in their concerns. Little
has been written, however, about the way that their legal themes unite
them. In this legal resonance one sees how the two writers share a com-
mon interest in bounded language and the testamentary power of writ-
ing. Also, in the legalistic nature of their texts, they explore the power
of the word, investigate the relationship between human law and natu-
ral law, and interrogate the limits of reality itself.

Both Faulkner and McCarthy had close mentors who were lawyers.
In Faulkner’s case, he “read” in law and absorbed some of its lingo
through his friend Phil Stone. McCarthy’s father, Charles Sr., was a
Yale Law Journal editor and chief counsel for the Tennessee Valley
Authority (TVA). Michael Lahey writes that “Faulkner arrived at his
insistent legal concerns both by way of family history. Through the
cultural milieu of Mississippi, which was complexly characterized by
traditional respect for lawyers . . . and by infamous contempt for and
mass resistance to the rule of law itself” (“Law” 224). Interestingly,
this characteristic is precisely true of McCarthy as well. A respected
and respectable man, McCarthy’s father arrived in Knoxville as a Ten-
nessee Valley Authority lawyer, placing him at the nexus of what was
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then perhaps the most important legal and economic concern in the
region. He also understood southern ambivalence toward lawyers and
the law: “The average American is not noted for his respect for author-
ity,” he wrote in a 1950 law-review article on the TVA, “and regula-
tory laws which restrict the freedom of the citizen cannot be enforced
unless supported by public opinion, as the United States learned to its
sorrow during the days of national prohibition” (“Law” 129).

No surprise, then, that split attitudes toward the law—as between
the lawlessness of rebellion and the legalism of the “one drop” rule,
as the glue that bound southern society, on one hand, and that which
ensnared the ordinary person, on the other—can be traced in the work
of both of these southern writers. Before delving more deeply into the
divided attitude toward the law in the work of Faulkner and McCarthy,
however, it is necessary to understand a little more about how pro-
foundly their lawyer mentors shaped the two writers.

Stone was hardly the only lawyer of Faulkner’s acquaintance; he
could claim many family members in the legal profession, including
his great-grandfather, grandfather, and uncle, not to mention a num-
ber of close family friends who were lawyers (Watson 7). However,
Stone was almost certainly the most influential of the lot. His life is
documented most extensively in Susan Snell’s Phil Stone of Oxford:
A Vicarious Life (1991), and is widely commented upon by Faulkner
biographers. Stone’s enthusiasm for literature, dating to his days as a
teenager, was intense, yet he was aware that he did not possess writerly
gifts (or at least not the necessary dedication). Seeing these qualities in
Faulkner as early as 1914, when Faulkner was seventeen, Stone began
a campaign to encourage his soft-spoken friend, taking the first steps
of what Snell calls “a vicarious life.” Stone came from an established
family and was educated at the University of Mississippi and at Yale.
He gave Faulkner access to his family’s extensive library, recited po-
etry for him, and introduced him to his circles of friends, in later years
granting Faulkner critical access to emerging literati in places beyond
Oxford, Mississippi. In the first decade of their friendship, the two
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would sometimes be roommates, explore the possibilities of military
service, and travel widely together, including excursions to the crimi-
nal Memphis underworld. All of this experience proved invaluable to
Faulkner’s literary imagination, and “more valuable an intellectual
education than any institution would provide,” observes biographer
Judith L. Sensibar (242). Stone was a constant sustaining presence in
Faulkner’s life; through his connections he would secure for his friend
a writer’s “day job” as a postmaster, defend him in legal affairs, or-
chestrate the publication of his early poetry, and serve as nothing less
than a literary agent and critic. In short, he fulfilled all the sustaining
roles necessary to the cultivation of a writer at the beginning of his
career. Decades later, when the Stone family legal practice was mired
in debt, Faulkner returned the favor by loaning money to Stone without
expectation of repayment. The Snopes trilogy is dedicated to Stone.
However, Stone’s support could become “insufferable,” in the term
of Philip Weinstein, and was often clouded by jealousy (230). Biogra-
phers usually acknowledge Stone’s role in Faulkner’s self-discovery
of his inner writer; Snell points out, quite rightly, that Faulkner was
instrumental in helping Stone to discover his own inner character, and
Stone’s family provided, in some respects, a stock of characters that
surpassed Faulkner’s own family in eccentricity. Of course, more than
one biographer has likened the relationship of Faulkner and Stone dur-
ing those early years to a type of “marriage” (Sensibar 391). The first
decade of their friendship was intense, in the way of young men; they
were busy courting, partying, and exploring the world—and, in Stone’s
case, reputedly drinking a quart of bourbon a day (Sensibar 304).
After the first decade, the relationship was more complicated. Founded
in the southern male world of drink and intellectual companionship, their
friendship changed in tenor with their respective marriages. Their corre-
spondence fell off by the end of the 1920s. Stone became preoccupied
with his family’s law practice and the unfolding of a productive legal ca-
reer that included the presidency of the Mississippi bar; Faulkner, with
the business of being a family man who was an unprofitable professional
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writer and sometimes writer-for-hire. If alcohol had drawn them closer
as young men, it was increasingly problematic in their separate lives.
Stone developed a habit of making slighting statements to the press,
saying, for example, that Faulkner had developed “Nobelitus in the
Head” after he received the Nobel Prize in Literature (Blotner 562).
Moreover, according to Stone, Faulkner was given to grandiose lan-
guage and “using big words he doesn’t know the meaning of” (ibid.).
The irony was that Stone had done so much to instill that vocabulary in
Faulkner, enlarging it by exposing his friend to the specialized parlance
of the law office, and giving him, as Snell puts it, his “whole life and
word hoard” (10). Lawyer Tom Freeland, the son of Hal Freeland, who
was one of Stone’s law partners, observes:

The accuracy of his observations about what lawyers do, the details about
the way which lawyers talk among each other, are just remarkable. It’s a
really pitch-perfect observation about stuff that lawyers do and stuff that
judges do and the way lawyers talk about good and bad judges, the way
lawyers talk about cases. He just gets it dead-on. And a major source of

that material would have been from hanging out with Stone. (Simonson)

One of Faulkner’s most memorable characters, Gavin Stevens, a clas-
sics-reading, gadfly “country lawyer,” “loose-jointed” with untidy hair,
owes much to the double-jointed, real-life Stone (Snell 213). Elements
of the lawyer persisted in the ineffectual intellectuals of Faulkner’s fic-
tion, including Quentin Compson, Darl Bundren, and Horace Benbow
(Watson 8). While Horace Benbow and Gavin Stevens are Faulkner’s
best-known lawyer protagonists, Jay Watson offers more than twenty ex-
amples of other legal professionals in the Faulkner canon, ranging across
genres as varied as his screenplays, short stories, and novels (3—4).

In this sense, Stone is not merely present in Faulkner’s fiction; he is
very nearly omnipresent. In the opening pages of Snell’s biography of
Stone, she describes how Faulkner “ransacked” details from Stone’s
life for his books: “Phil’s great-uncles Amodeus and Theophilus, his
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roadster Drusilla, his sojourns in the Ivy League, his father’s Delta
hunts, his friends among the gamblers and prostitutes in Clarksdale and
Memphis—only begin the reckoning” (3). The remoteness of Caroline
Compson and Addie Bundren is perhaps more accurately modeled on
Stone’s mother, Rosamond Alston Stone, than his own, Maud Butler
Falkner, argues Snell. Even the fiery destruction of the Stone antebel-
lum home, she points out, seems to be detailed in Absalom, Absalom!
(1936). Faulkner would even represent some of the remarkable events
of Stone’s life as his own, including, for example, Stone’s childhood
encounter with General James Longstreet at the Hyde Park Hotel (34).
In The Town (1957), all pretense of veiled allusion is dropped when a
lawyer, Mr. Stone, is referred to by name.

Viewed over the long arc, the lifelong friendship between Stone
and Faulkner was complex, shifting, and possessive. As is typical of
such long-term friendships, there was inevitably some blurring of their
identities. Also typical of them, the soundness of the friendship permit-
ted it to endure even as the two pursued divergent paths. Faulkner’s
“walk with the law,” so to speak, can be charted in his biography.

Less is known about McCarthy’s life in general, and little can be
documented about the relationship between him and his lawyer fa-
ther. Anecdotally, there is considerable evidence that their relationship
was a difficult one. Though he was his father’s namesake, Charles Jr.
changed his name to Cormac and charted a course that expressly re-
jected his father’s path. The tensions of their relationship appear to
be reflected in some of the biographical details of McCarthy’s novel
Suttree, as evidenced in a scene describing an essentially disinherited
son’s last communication with his father:

In my father’s last letter he said that the world is run by those willing to
take the responsibility for the running of it. If it is life that you feel you
are missing | can tell you where to find it. In the law courts, in business,
in government. There is nothing occurring in the streets. Nothing but a
dumbshow composed of the helpless and the impotent. (13—14)
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However, it was to that “dumbshow” that the younger McCarthy was
attracted and would spend his twenties examining, much as Faulkner
spent his youth rambling around with Stone.

Even as McCarthy was exploring the underside of Knoxville, with
no visible means of support, his father was accepting his part in civic
stewardship and the “running of the world.” McCarthy’s father was
nearly contemporaneous with Stone and Faulkner. Born June 19, 1907,
in Providence, Rhode Island, he received his LLB from Yale in 1930,
some twelve years after Stone graduated with his (Blotner 60). In the
fall of 1934, after working in private practice for four years, he was
hired as a senior attorney for the TVA and was appointed assistant gen-
eral counsel in October of 1939. In 1953, he was named the TVA’s
solicitor and served as general counsel from 1958 until 1967, when he
retired to establish his own private practice in Washington, DC (Mc-
Carthy, “Tennessee”).

When he was interviewed for the TVA’s oral history collection on
May 4, 1983, the senior McCarthy acknowledged that he “knew very
little about TVA” before he took the position, and that he was primar-
ily attracted to the salary. That was understandable in light of the six
children of the McCarthy family. There are some indications of Mc-
Carthy’s personality in that record, and the portrait that emerges is of a
moderate and perhaps even cautious man, as befits someone in a quasi-
political position. McCarthy served the public, the courts, and the poli-
ticians. He acknowledged that environmentalism “was not a big deal”
at the time—though it would become a more acute issue for the TVA in
the wake of the 1960s—and he expressed his admiration for Franklin
D. Roosevelt’s leadership and especially for the women with whom he
worked (who at that time were few in number). In 1982, McCarthy Sr.
published an article in 7ennessee Law Review in which he looked at the
long history of efforts to curtail the powers of the TVA, arguing that it
should continue to be “unshackled” in order to work effectively (Mc-
Carthy, “Tennessee”).
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So how is McCarthy Sr.’s experience relevant to his son’s writing?
For one thing, a significant portion of McCarthy’s work is set against
the positions his father took. McCarthy’s work suggests a far more
skeptical view of the “good” accomplished by the TVA. If Suttree is
largely an autobiographical reflection of years spent “slumming” in
Knoxville’s underworld, it is also a book set on the Tennessee River as
it winds through Knoxville—the primary exhibit in the TVA’s publicly
proclaimed successes. The portrait offered by McCarthy was far from
flattering, however; Buddy Suttree’s river flows with any imaginable
sort of offal, and the novel begins with the dredging of a body from
its waters. Later, a dead baby will drift by, and another corpse will be
committed to it. Meanwhile, the poor and dispossessed, like the char-
acter Eugene Harrogate, are imprisoned or marginalized as squatters
along its banks, even as social reformers come across as ineffectual,
bigoted zealots. Their campaigns of false baptism, false imprisonment,
and false social reform course through the novel like the river. Also,
a significant undercurrent is the city’s restlessness to discard its past
along with the dead. The novel closes with the sort of large-scale engi-
neering schemes that the TVA brought to Knoxville: “the destruction
of McAnally Flats,” a poverty-ridden section of town, as “yellow ma-
chines groaned over the landscape” (470).

In Suttree’s final farewell to Knoxville, he walks away from a road-
building project where “the white concrete of the expressway gleamed
in the sun where the ramp curved out into empty air and hung truncate
with iron rods bristling among the vectors of nowhere” (471). Through-
out the novel the older orders and rhythms of southern culture are un-
der threat from mechanized forces beyond, and so there is a trenchant
critique of the world that the TVA brought to Knoxville. The spoilage is
not merely of the material ruin but points to an underlying nothingness,
as Robert Rudnicki explains in “Turtles All the Way Down: Founda-
tion, Edifice, and Ruin in McCarthy and Faulkner.” Both Faulkner and
McCarthy inhabit a world where edifices are relentlessly torn down, so
that the bulldozer is as much a menacing presence in McCarthy’s work
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as it is in Faulkner’s. What might persist, both writers suggest, is the
story of the destruction, the narrative itself.

Such a view is characteristically different from the one espoused by
McCarthy’s father, who admitted in a law review article that, “Like the
elephant in the fable of the blind men, TVA is all things to all people”
(“Tennessee” 116). Though the article offers something of a march of
statistics, the elder McCarthy would also write, “The effects of the pro-
gram have been dramatic. Figures do not tell the story adequately. To
understand what has happened, one has to drive through the Tennessee
Valley and contrast its appearance today with its appearance 15 years
ago” (125). Pointing to a common theme of mid-twentieth century de-
velopment in the American South, he notes that the “the hungry-look-
ing mule is being replaced by modern machinery. The look of poverty
has left the land” (128-29). Ironically, the whole of Suttree is devoted
to showing how the look of poverty might have left, but the fact of pov-
erty remained—and one did not need to look far to find it.

Along these lines, the senior McCarthy goes on to tout successes
in disease control: “The old muddy river has gone and with it have
gone the annual threat of floods and the scourge of malaria. In its place
are beautiful lakes which carry an increasing amount of commercial
navigation and support a rapidly growing recreation and fishing in-
dustry” (128). In Suttree, though, waterborne diseases are alive and
well, including typhoid fever, not to mention nonwaterborne ailments
such as rabies and venereal disease. In Suttree there is an atmosphere
of wistfulness for the lost civilization of trains, American Indians, and
the simple agrarians and pioneers who built Knoxville. However, the
book is skeptical of any claim to human “civilization” in its obsessive
return to the poor, the malnourished, the mentally ill, the addicted, the
sick, the discarded, and the imprisoned—all of the elements of society
that run just under the surface. In other words, Suttree is devoted to
exposing those very things that the law hopes to remedy, and that Mc-
Carthy’s father had hoped to alleviate over the course of a career in
public service.
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At the same time, the young McCarthy’s intellectual horizons and
exposure to culture were almost certainly enhanced by his father’s
work. One finds a glimpse of this in the “old tattered barrister” whom
Suttree meets, a man “who’d been chief counsel for Scopes, a friend
of Darrow and Mencken and a lifelong friend of doomed defendants,
causes lost, alone and friendless in a hundred courts” (366). The
character in real life was John Randolph Neal, once a University of
Tennessee law professor, supporter of the TVA, and, remarkably, a
Scopes trial defender. The eccentric lawyer exhorts Suttree, “Follow
the trade that you favor and you’ll have no regrets in your old age”
(367).

Simultaneously, some of McCarthy’s skepticism regarding the law
might come from the lawlessness of Knoxville itself. Consider an eye-
witness account he sent to Howard Woolmer in 1981:

Went downtown yesterday & suddenly found myself surrounded by flee-
ing felons firing off revolvers, police running up the street returning the
fire, several detectives dragging another man from an alley & fastening
handcuffs & leg irons to him, etc. A newsboy rushed up to me with a
microphone & a tape recorder & asked me what was going on. I told him
I had no idea, but it certainly seemed like the good old days for a few

minutes.'

For his part, McCarthy was fascinated by the aspirations of the law, in
contrast to its application, in the often sordid world of human reality.
He decided to live so simply that he remained in or close to poverty
throughout most of his early life. The rejection of his father’s career
path, and perhaps even some of the elusive pomps that accompany le-
gal careers, was not the same thing as the wholesale rejection of his
father, however. On the contrary, as with the relationship between
Faulkner and Stone, his father (and his father’s career) became a shap-
ing force in his fiction.
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If one wishes to argue that Faulkner is especially preoccupied with the
law in his writing, there needs be some proof to bear out such a gener-
alization. After all, one might say that John Grisham typifies the legal-
istic writer and this would hardly come as a revelation or even a useful
observation. We could derive a formula to quantify the “legalness” of
a writer’s work based on its subject matter. Furthermore, it could be
argued that some subjects are more legal in nature than others—and it
is true that The Town features a protagonist who is a lawyer. One might
expect the count of forensic terms to run high.

On the other hand, Faulkner used some legal terms on a recurrent
basis. “Abrogate,” for example—a term that does not have much ap-
plication beyond the parlance of law—appears in no fewer than eleven
Faulkner novels (by my count) as well as some in his short stories.
“Relinquish,” in a legal register, occurs in six novels and stories. What
is worth examining is whether Faulkner’s writing is profoundly and
innately forensic in a way that penetrates beyond the surface of his
subject matter, and if so, why he writes that way. Similarly, McCarthy
uses legal terms throughout his oeuvre, particularly in Blood Meridian.

Both McCarthy and Faulkner draw on the word stock of Black's Law
Dictionary (if not the actual reference volume—it is not listed among
the reference books in Faulkner’s library). Blood Meridian, for exam-
ple, has a major character, the judge (McCarthy does not capitalize his
name), who speaks from the bench, as it were, and instructs others in
the law: “He and the judge sat together and the judge went over points
of law with him. . . . The judge translated for him latin terms of juris-
prudence. He cited cases civil and martial. He quoted Coke and Black-
stone, Anaximander, Thales”—the former two being classical authori-
ties familiar to any student of law (239). One might, therefore, expect
to encounter a lot of legal language and for the judge to have the diction
of a judge, as indeed he does, for example, when he tries to cajole the
kid into giving up his steed: “He called out points of jurisprudence,
he cited cases. He expounded upon those laws pertaining to property
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rights in beasts mansuete and he quoted from cases of attainder insofar
as he reckoned them germane to the corruption of blood in the prior and
felonious owners of the horses now dead among the bones. Then he
spoke of other things” (305). Here again, the more interesting question
is, why the fascination with legal matters?

In fact, both McCarthy and Faulkner have attracted their share of
critics who fault them for never using a simple word when a Latinate
one will do (B. R. Myers initiated this school of thought in “A Reader’s
Manifesto,” a withering critique of McCarthy’s prose that appeared in
the Atlantic Monthly). Take, for example, McCarthy’s use of the word
“instanter” in this passage from Suttree:

They lifted him onto the deck where he lay in his wet seersucker suit and
his lemoncolored socks, leering walleyed up at the workers with the hook
in his face like some gross water homunculus taken in trolling that the
light of God’s day had stricken dead instanter. (9)

Why “instanter,” and not “instantly”? “Instanter” is a word of exclu-
sively legal connotation. When a court’s order is for something to be
carried out “instanter,” it generally means before the court convenes
the next day. In this passage, a corpse is discovered of a man whose
wristwatch is still running. Concerned as the novel is with the pas-
sage of time, both in the human and larger orders of the world, the
word choice is an arresting one. “The light of God’s day” suggests that
the Almighty is in the seat of judgment, and that the reckoning of the
drowned man would be carried out before another day passed.

This hints at McCarthy’s understanding of the legal import of the
word, which is not incidental in a text that raises all manner of ques-
tions about the judgments passed by God, by courts, and by society.
More to the point, McCarthy invokes (but does not necessarily en-
dorse) the possibility of natural law as a governing force in human af-
fairs in a dialogue that ranges across his novels. The maestro of Cities
of the Plain (1998), for example, declares, “We have only God’s law,
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and the wisdom to follow it if we will” (195). The child of The Road
(20006) is attuned to natural law, and Sherriff Bell of No Country for
Old Men (2005) affirms that “the truth is always simple. It has pretty
much got to be. It needs to be simple enough for a child to understand”
(249). Such a view is in stark contrast to Blood Meridian’s judge, who
altogether rejects natural law as an arbiter of human affairs: “Moral
law is an invention of mankind for the disenfranchisement of the pow-
erful in favor of the weak” (250). Blood Meridian suggests that the
rule of law is itself a fiction. To the rhetorical question famously posed
in Genesis 18:25 of the King James Version of the Bible—"Shall not
the judge of all the earth do right?”—the text suggests that there is no
judge, but rather, a destructive force that is far beyond the reach of hu-
man law.

How far does natural law prevail in Faulkner’s work? Where does
the voice of judgment come from in his texts? As with McCarthy, the
issue is complex. Unusually, much of The Town is narrated in first-
person plural. Faulkner’s “we” is not the royal we; it is the voice of
the town itself, passing judgment, deciding what should be done, and
meting out justice. Faulkner rarely makes the “we” explicit; he leaves
the reader to infer that it is the voice of the speaker plus the opinion of
the town. There appears to be only one place in the novel where the
“we” is elaborated, and from that place the work might take its title:
“and we—the town—gathered at their little house” (344). This passage
describes the fallout when Mrs. Snopes kills herself. The townspeople
wait to see if her lover will resign his post at the bank and make a
graceful exit from the town, once and for all:

After his guilty partner had paid with her life for her share of the crime, he
didn’t even lose that key to the back door of the bank to pay for his.

We all knew that. So did he. And he knew we knew. And we in our turn
knew he knew we did. So that was all right. He was finished, I mean, he
was fixed. His part was set. (339)

William Faulkner, Cormac McCarthy, and Jurisprudence 173



There are many layers of mutually reinforced awareness, as between
the collective (the town) and its constituents. One of the results of this
system is that public consensus upholds a face-saving honor code that
in turn permits vigilantism and the settling of scores with violence.
When a hotheaded boxer woos Linda Snopes, he winds up in a drunken
brawl with Anse McCallum that lands both in jail. The next day Anse’s
father posts bail for both for the sole purpose of settling the dispute in a
“fair fight.” This is consistent with Eula Varner’s values:

If you are a man, you can lie unconscious in the gutter bleeding and with
most of your teeth knocked out and somebody can take your pocketbook
and you can wake up and wash the blood off and it’s all right; you can
always get some more teeth and even another pocketbook sooner or later.
But you cant just stand meekly with your head bowed and no blood and
all your teeth too while somebody takes your pocketbook because even
though you might face the friends who love you afterward you can never

face the strangers that never heard of you before. (331)

Such a society, by definition, approves the notion of extralegal jus-
tice—if such a thing exists. In another incident from The Town, when
a local moonshiner named Wilbur Provine is arrested, he claims com-
plete ignorance, and that “he didn’t even know what the word ‘still’
meant” (168). Confronted with evidence of a well-beaten path from his
doorstep to the still beside a spring a mile and a half distant, he changes
tactics, suggesting that perhaps his wife had worn the trail in fetching
water from the spring. Judge Long finds an expedient solution: “I’'m
going to send you to the penitentiary, not for making whiskey but for
letting your wife carry water a mile and a half from that spring” (169).
As Gavin Stevens says to Ratliff, “You’re like me. . . . You don’t give
a damn about truth either. What you are interested in is justice” (176).
In the words of Lahey, Faulkner implicitly “define[s] law as that which
legal officials decide to do about legal disputes” (“Law” 224).
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Something of the same may be said of the judge in Blood Meridian,
who operates as a plenipotentiary: lawgiver, law enforcer, and scoff-
law. In the world of Blood Meridian, however, there is no pretense of
justice; might makes right, and McCarthy seems to suggest that the
chaotic forces unleashed by war merely point to the law as a trifling
defense to barbarians at the gate. After all, if it was lawful to place a
bounty on Indian scalps, the scalp hunters merely enlarged the doctrine
to include any civilian head, Indian or otherwise. The pronouncements
of the judge and of the legal officials of McCarthy’s novel in some re-
spects resemble what Lahey calls Faulkner’s parody of “the often arid
(often absurd) rationality of legal judgments” (“Law” 223). In McCar-
thy’s work the parody of jurisprudence is just as savage: In Suttree, a
teenager, first shot and then convicted for “molesting” melons, is effec-
tively sentenced by the state to a cycle of hard labor and incarceration.
When the boy is faced with a charge of bestiality, his “smart” lawyer
“told em a watermelon wasnt no beast” (49). A later portion of Mc-
Carthy’s Suttree, based on the Circe chapter of Joyce’s Ulysses, puts
the protagonist on trial for nonconformity in a hallucinatory sequence.

Stylistically, both Faulkner and McCarthy use the language of law to
confer a sense of testamentary timelessness to their prose, and both
have occasionally been faulted by critics for this tendency. Both writ-
ers are highly influenced by mentors who were lawyers, and both are
driven to investigate the paradoxes inherent in the law in southern soci-
ety and to understand the sort of farcical jurisprudence that underwrites
the region’s history (a jurisprudence that decreed that slaves were not
persons in a legal sense). Both writers have a habit of truing the hu-
man application of law against notions of natural law or some higher
order, even when their work indicates a skepticism about appealing to
some higher authority. Both, in turn, are famously suspicious of “facts.”
Whereas language tends to divert “the truth” into competing narratives,
McCarthy’s plainspoken cowboy John Grady insists in All the Pretty
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Horses (1992), “There aint but one truth,” and “The truth is what hap-
pened. It aint what come out of somebody’s mouth” (168). In The Town,
Gavin Stevens points out that “poets are almost always wrong about
facts. That’s because they are not really interested in facts: only in truth:
which is why the truth they speak is so true that even those who hate
poets by simple natural instinct are exalted and terrified by it” (93).

Finally, and perhaps most subtly, both writers appreciate that the law
is a meaningful force to be exerted upon human lives—even if it is re-
ducible to language (and the fallibilities of language). In this under-
standing there is an implicit connection to the part of the writer as a de-
terminer of “the” story, and it is no accident that Faulkner’s stories often
unravel according to such facts as are available, and their interpreters—
consider, notably, the way that the narrative of Faulkner’s Absalom, Ab-
salom! (1936) is synthesized in this way. In The Town Faulkner writes
of the capacity of women to avoid the snares of “cold moralities and
colder facts” (203), a response to the idea that a juror is fact finder. Like-
wise, it is no accident that many of McCarthy’s most villainous charac-
ters pervert the language of the law in order to pass down “sentences”
(think not just of the judge in Blood Meridian but of the “trials” of 4//
the Pretty Horses and the character of Anton Chigurh in No Country for
Old Men). In Cities of the Plain, the villainous padrone of the White
Lake brothel, Eduardo, demonstrates the power of forensic language as
he conjures a prison for the prostitute, Magdalena, out of thin air:

He spoke in reasoned tones the words of a reasonable man. The more rea-
sonably he spoke the colder the wind in the hollow of her heart. At each
juncture in her case he paused to give her space in which to speak but she
did not speak and her silence only led inexorably to the next succeeding
charge until that structure which was composed of nothing but the spoken
word and which should have passed on its very utterance and left no trace
or residue or shadow in the living world, that bodiless structure stood in
the room a ponderable being and within its phantom corpus was contained
her life. (212)
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Such is the trial of Magdalena, made of words and their nothingness,
reducing her to nothing, and yet real all the same. In the only full-
length study of the law in Faulkner’s fiction, Jay Watson writes,

Language is itself a form of action, perhaps the most pervasive and pow-
erful means by which we involve ourselves in our own and each other’s
lives. Lawyers, and especially, litigators, do not choose between language
and action. . . . They choose language and action, language as action. They
know how to do things with words (though there is of course no guarantee
that what they do will not be harmful or wrong), and I am convinced that
the deeply performative nature of their craft contributed to, or at least

confirmed, Faulkner’s sense of his own. (5)

McCarthy views the generative power of language in much the same
way. Both Faulkner and McCarthy are distinguished in creating novels
that are testimonies to the ability of language to create reality, and in
the final attempt, to impose order on chaos by the construction of nar-
rative. The law is narrative, and narrative is the law: this is the simple
version of the statute that defines the order of Faulkner and McCar-
thy’s respective fictional universes.*
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“Far from Home across the Sea”: William Faulkner,
Randall Kenan, and Taboo Sexualities

Mary Alice Kirkpatrick

With Randall Kenan’s creation of rural Tims Creek, modeled after his
hometown of Chinquapin, North Carolina, scholars have noted the Af-
rican American writer’s connections to William Faulkner and his fic-
tional world of Yoknapatawpha. Kenan almost insistently places his
characters within a distinctly southern landscape; both his first novel,
A Visitation of Spirits (1989), and his later collection of short stories,
Let the Dead Bury Their Dead (1992), feature Tims Creek and its in-
habitants. Consider his title story, elaborately—and certainly tongue-
in-cheek—subtitled, “Being the Annotated Oral History of the Former
Maroon Society called Snatchit and then Tearshirt and later the Town
of Tims Creek, North Carolina [circa 1854—1985]” (Kenan 271), com-
piled by lifelong local resident, the Reverend James Malachai Greene.
According to Reginald Gregory Kain, the oral history’s ostensible edi-
tor, Baptist preacher Jimmy Greene remained fascinated by “the ori-
gins of Tims Creek; his family’s slave past; the intermingling of the
two [founding] families, black and white; folklore and the supernatu-
ral; thanatology; issues of community leadership and decay” (279).
Is it any wonder, then, that readers and critics alike invoke Faulkner
when reading Kenan?

In a 1997 interview given while writer-in-residence in Oxford, Mis-
sissippi, and published in Callaloo (1998), Kenan himself speaks to
such intersections. Nearly halfway through the conversation, inter-
viewer Charles Rowell remarks, “I am so happy to hear one Southern
writer speak without invoking the name of William Faulkner. Even
though you are presently in his country, | am so happy that you learned
to write without having to know William Faulkner” (Rowell 139).
Contextualizing the influence that the writer had on him, Kenan re-
plies, “I came to him as one country boy to another, and the work just
sang out; it seemed inevitable and right and huge” (140). Arguably,
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he profiles Dean Williams, the central protagonist in his story “Run,
Mourner, Run,” in much the same way—"as one country boy to an-
other.” Yet the author also distinguishes his voice from Faulkner’s:
“Faulkner came from Oxford, Mississippi. He was a Southern White
Aristocrat. He came from a very specific time. [ came from a very dif-
ferent time and place. My influences were quite different. It would be
utter hubris for me to attempt to copy him. He’s a mountain. But the
influences are there. Unspoken. I believe we’re all standing on that
mountain in a way” (140).

Even as he acknowledges this unspoken presence, Kenan intention-
ally underscores the issue of subject position—the complex intertwin-
ing of regional location (Oxford vs. Chinquapin), racial identity (white
vs. black), socioeconomic class (namely Faulkner’s “aristocratic” sta-
tus), and historical placement. To this specific catalogue, he might have
added sexual orientation as well. Such deliberate attention to individ-
ual location, of having come “from a very different time and place,”
evokes Paul Gilroy’s articulation of identity as “an ongoing process of
self-making and social interaction”—not “a thing to be possessed and
displayed” (103).

In a similar fashion, the concept of place might be recast not as rig-
idly unchanging but as actively becoming vis-a-vis embedded social,
political, historical, and cultural interactions across permeable bor-
ders. Toward the conclusion of “Dismantling the Monolith: Southern
Places—Past, Present, and Future,” Barbara Ladd ponders whether

EEINT3

place is “something phantasmagoric,” “something lost and longed
for,” or merely “the locus of desire” (56). Yet she quickly moves
to matters of agency, reflecting upon the ways radically rethinking
place—as “a dynamic and vital force”—would alter the landscape of
literary studies (56). Her appeal for place as “something more provi-
sional, more fleeting, more subversive,” and thus as “a site of memory
and meaning for both the past and the future” (56), posits an inter-
pretive mode that extends this discussion not only back to redress

history but also forward through time. Further, proposing a notion of
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place that operates against inert, static fixity reanimates geographic
boundaries. For “the character of the place itself,” cultural geographer
Doreen Massey maintains, “the very formation of the identity of a
place—its social structure, its political character, its ‘local’ culture—
is also a product of interactions,” not only within but also outside its
borders (120).

This essay, rather than focusing on the intersections between
Faulkner’s and Kenan’s preoccupations with the history of the South,
agrarian tradition, or rural community, instead examines their treat-
ment of taboo sexualities through a dynamic, interactive prism of place.
Both Faulkner’s “Divorce in Naples” and Kenan’s “Run, Mourner,
Run” teem with forbidden desire, secret seductions, and ruinous be-
trayal. Faulkner’s tale, which foregrounds the romance between two
Victrola-dancing seamen early on, contains “the most overtly homo-
sexual relationship in his fiction” (Ferguson 66). Both short stories
similarly oscillate between movement and stasis, innocence and cor-
ruption, home and away. Even as blond virginal Carl openly embraces
dark Greek George, their union first unfolds aboard a nomadic vessel
and later unravels upon a foreign shore. Their relationship seemingly
takes center stage when geographically placed at the periphery.

By way of contrast, Dean Williams may hum lines from a child-
hood nursery rhyme, “Far from home across the sea / To foreign parts
1 go” (Kenan 177), but he never crosses state lines, much less journeys
across the sea. His sexual liaisons with Raymond Brown and the sub-
sequent shattering of their secret affair transpire at home. In address-
ing questions of sexual difference, Faulkner’s “Divorce in Naples” and
Kenan’s “Run, Mourner, Run” depict characters that remain vexingly
adrift, unveil triangulated desires that interrupt stasis, and craft porous
margins that intensify the dynamic interplay of place. Yet while Carl
and George flirt at sea, Dean and Ray frolic at home. Kenan relocates
the site of transgressive love—transported from a distant foreign shore
and firmly planted in the soil of the American South.
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Framing “Divorce in Naples” as a tale in motion emphasizes departures
and returns, literal and figurative passages, as well as the unresolved
textual tensions that create disruptive possibilities. This approach also
explores how fiction set abroad unsettles discourses at home. Cultural
critic Trinh T. Minh-ha similarly ponders crossings, both physical and
psychological, that yield multiple traveling selves. She suggests: “Ev-
ery voyage can be said to involve a re-siting of boundaries. The travel-
ing self is here both the self that moves physically from one place to
another, following “public routes and beaten tracks” within a mapped
movement, and the self that embarks on an undetermined journeying
practice, having constantly to negotiate between home and abroad . . .
between a here, a there, and an elsewhere” (9).Trinh largely speaks to
the vexing strains that characterize diasporic migration, the experience
of being “a stranger in a strange country” (11), a wanderer in an unfa-
miliar place, or a foreigner displaced from home. Faulkner’s five sea-
men—an unidentified narrator, Monckton, “the bosun” (i.e., the pro-
nunciation of boatswain), Carl, and George—only travel provisionally:
“thirty-four days of sea time which we had but completed” (Collected
Stories 877). Yet even when not charted across navigational maps, the
story’s negotiated movements—whether comings and goings on the
ship, adventures in the city of Naples, or references to far-off ports in
Galveston, Philadelphia, and the Tortugas—proliferate. Even transient
voyages, readers soon learn, can reposition borders.

To a certain degree, “Divorce in Naples” as a text inhabits outly-
ing spaces, within both Faulkner’s oeuvre and the critical discourse.
Written sometime after the author’s European travels, the tale, The-
resa M. Towner and James B. Carothers note, “makes its first certain
appearance in Faulkner’s short story sending schedule on 21 May
1930, but there were two manuscript versions, one of them entitled
‘Equinox,” which may date from much earlier” (448). Although Forum
rejected “Equinox,” Faulkner would send “Divorce in Naples” (with
two additional stories) to his agent Ben Wasson in April 1931 (Blotner,
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1974 655, 689). Even so, the story was not published until September
21, 1931, as part of his first collection, These Thirteen. Perhaps Jo-
seph Blotner’s droll observation, “by now he was craftsman enough
to know that most of the early work was apprentice work,” and wry
comments concerning his “frugality” and “dogged confidence” reflect
the author’s own ambivalence toward writing short stories (1974 687,
693). Numerous letters reference the pecuniary strains that necessitat-
ed steady submissions to literary magazines. Whether due to gambling
debts or increased financial responsibilities, Faulkner, more often than
not, simply needed the money. In both private musings and official
correspondence, he routinely complains about gnawingly persistent
“money pressure” (Selected Letters 123).

A December 1928 note to Alfred Dashiel betrays the writer’s mixed
feelings about the short story genre itself. As he confides, “I am quite
sure that I have no feeling for short stories; that [ shall never be able
to write them, yet for some strange reason I continue to do so, and to
try them on Scribners’ [sic] with unflagging optimism” (Selected 42).
Here Faulkner questions not only his inclination but also his facility for
crafting short fiction. Whether his “unflagging optimism” reflects fi-
nancial need or the “dogged confidence” Blotner mentions, Faulkner’s
feelings fluctuate. Years later, when asked about the relative difficulty
of this genre, he almost idealizes the form: “In a short story that’s next
to the poem, almost every word has got to be almost exactly right. In
the novel you can be careless but in the short story you can’t. . . . That’s
why I rate [the short story] second—it’s because it demands nearer
absolute exactitude” (Gwynn and Blotner 207).

Certainly where “Divorce in Naples” is concerned, the author gave
its placement a great deal of thought, for the story reappears in the final
“Beyond” section (Part VI) of Collected Stories. Letters dating well
before the collection’s publication in 1950 demonstrate its purposeful
organization, the care with which Faulkner made his selections. Cor-
respondence with Malcolm Cowley (dating November 1, 1948) re-
veals his meticulousness. He formulates six divisions loosely arranged
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thematically and geographically: “The Country,” “The Village,” “The
Wilderness,” “The Wasteland,” “The Middle Ground,” and “Beyond,”
with the final section emphasizing the “wide variety of geographic and
imaginative landscapes, concentrating on problems of psychological
aberration” (Carothers 59). After professing an increased fondness
for the collection, “which the more I think about, the better I like,”
Faulkner underscores its deliberate arrangement: “even to a collection
of short stories, form, integration, is as important as to the novel — an
entity of its own, single, set for one pitch, contrapuntal in integration,
toward one end, one finale” (Selected 277-278). Intriguingly, Collect-
ed Stories, which “practically marks the end of his work in the short
story form” (Carothers 58), concludes with precisely the same three
tales in These Thirteen’s final section: “Mistral,” “Divorce in Naples,”
and “Carcassonne.” To incorporate “Divorce in Naples” as the 1950
collection’s penultimate tale, given Faulkner’s insistence upon unity
and harmony directed toward “one end, one finale,” seems significant.

Within the critical discourse, however, this short story habitually
hovers in parenthetical spaces. Among contemporary reviews of These
Thirteen, it garnered minimal attention. Robert Cantwell calls the final
three narratives “largely literary experiments,” while the Durham Her-
ald merely makes a passing reference to “three Italian sketches” (Inge
68, 72). George Smart, writing for the Boston Post, notes that Collected
Stories’s final “Beyond” section contains “stories built around a kind
of psychological mysticism almost impossible to define” (Inge 316).
Echoing the sentiments of early reviewers, Hans Skei labels “the final
group of stories [in These Thirteen] . . . enigmatic” and “experimental
departures from the rest of the volume” (Reading 14). In perhaps the
only article devoted exclusively to “Divorce in Naples,” Edward Volpe
ofthandedly comments, “though I hesitate to give too much weight to
a minor short piece of comic fiction, I would suggest that the story
does seem to point to the homosexual overtones that are implicit in the
Faulkner drama of lost innocence” (45). These same overtones, Robert
Dale Parker suggests, contribute to the relative dearth of scholarship, a
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claim he curiously brackets in parentheses: “(their [referring to Carl’s
and George’s] sexuality has probably frightened off critical discus-
sion)” (79). Thus, if “we begin to ask why [Faulkner] would grant this
story . . . such an important place in his most important collection”
(Towner and Carothers 448—49), a related line of inquiry surfaces: to
contemplate why the story has received but nominal scrutiny by schol-
ars.

Set well outside the established ground of Yoknapatawpha, “Di-
vorce in Naples,” despite announcing its major preoccupations—a ro-
mantic relationship, a probable breakup, and an overseas backdrop—
in the title, remains a slippery tale. A story of devastating heartbreak
and tentative reunion should strike a universal chord. William Peden’s
1950 review even lists Faulkner’s “greatest achievements” as ‘“his
sure, penetrating, and frequently devastating comprehension of the
universal, translated into fictional terms by means of the local and the
specific” (Inge 306). Peden primarily refers to the local specificity of
Faulkner’s Mississippi county, yet the noisy European café presents a
recognizable stage for the opening action: raucous flirtation between
the ship’s crewmen and “three women of that abject glittering kind
that seamen know or that know seamen” (Collected 877). Even in an
atmosphere well outside the American South, Faulkner’s unnamed
narrator peppers the Naples port with regionally inflected flavors. Con-
sider his precise description, surely drawn from the author’s own 1925
sojourn through Italy, of the carabinieri (Italian military police) who
arrest George: “two Napoleons in their swords and pallbearer gloves
and Knights of Pythias bonnets” (885).

Yet recognizable tropes and descriptions cannot offset the story’s ten-
dency to render the familiar uncanny. Chatting in the café, the narrator
casually explains, “We were talking about Carl, to George” (Collected
877). To the bosun’s query as to why George brought Carl with him,
Monckton snidely remarks, “Yes . . . I sure wouldn’t bring my wife to
a place like this” (877). A seemingly innocuous conversation abruptly
shifts direction when Carl is identified as George’s wife. The seductive
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exchanges between American sailors and Italian prostitutes, a relatively
known quantity, unexpectedly alters. The men’s ribald teasing presum-
ably establishes a lighthearted atmosphere, in which case George’s
fury—he “cursed Monckton: not with a word or even a sentence; a
paragraph” (877)—denotes an exaggerated response to good-natured
ribbing. Yet George’s profound anguish later, “the outrage, the despair,
the sense of elapsed time, an unfamiliar city at night” (884), when he
returns from the lavatory only to find Carl (and the gold-toothed wom-
an) missing, suggests that the surface jocularity belies genuine attach-
ment. As George forlornly recounts, “They ducked out on me. I never
thought he’d a done me this way. It was her. She was the one made him
done it. She knew what he was, and how I .. .” (883). Trailing off, the
sea-roughened sailor then weeps, “quietly, in that dull, detached way”
(883). Thus, the story oscillates between discomfiting emotional regis-
ters, ranging from lowbrow comedy to deep despondency.

This pattern of narrative upheaval recurs in part four, when the
promise of marital rupture—divorce—finally materializes. Almost as
an aside, the narrator remarks, “This is the most difficult moment in
marriage: the day after your wife has stayed out all night.” The bosun
immediately counters, “You mean the easiest, [for] . . . George can quit
him now” (Collected 889). Once again, Carl and George’s relationship
is framed as a marriage; once again, Carl is cast as the wife. Feminizing
Carl might, Parker argues, illustrate Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s “inver-
sion model of homosexual or queer desire, in which gay men are gen-
dered as women” (80). Reiterating Monckton, the bosun insists, “I sure
wouldn’t bring my girl to a dive like this, even if he did wear pants”
(Collected 878). Later, he imitates Carl’s supposedly effeminate behav-
ior: “steadily and deliberately, his body thrown a little back and his head
tilted . . . with that air of Carl’s, that grave and cosmopolitan swagger”
(879). Even as the men cast Carl in a feminine role, stating that he orga-
nizes his cabin “with the meticulousness of an old maid,” his childhood
aspirations are decidedly masculine: to “be a ballplayer or maybe a
prize fighter” (879, 880). To characterize him as “a sophisticated baby,”
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“E innocente,” an altar boy, or even a saint speaks to his virginal status,
thereby invoking the trope of sexual initiation and another transitional
passage in the narrative (878, 880-881). Carl’s depiction and the lan-
guage here evoke Quentin and his Harvard roommate in Faulkner’s The
Sound and the Fury (1929): “Calling Shreve my husband. Ah let him
alone, Shreve said, if he’s got better sense than to chase after the dirty
little sluts, whose business. In the South you are ashamed of being a
virgin. Boys. Men. They lie about it” (78).

Yet eighteen-year-old Carl does not appear ashamed before this rite
of passage but rather after its completion. Upon returning to the ship,
“he undressed swiftly, ripping his clothes off, ripping off a button”
(Collected 888), and scours away any evidence of “the sex difference”
(888, 877). Sexual anxiety stems not from his undershirt-clad dancing
with George aboard the ship but rather from his furtive encounter with
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the prostitute on shore. With Carl “moping,” “mooning” (890), and
refusing even to look toward the city for days, reconciliation transpires
almost as a confession—not for his momentary lapse but for his ongo-
ing repulsion. George consoles Carl, who “was just trying not to puke,”
with a graphically gynophobic reference: “‘Oh,’ I says, ‘the smell. It
don’t mean nothing. . . . It ain’t that they smell bad . . . it’s just the Ital-
ian national air” (892). Hence Noel Polk’s contention that, “women in
[Faulkner’s] fiction are nearly always associated not just with shame
and sex but also with filth, excrement, pain, and death” (150). Carl’s
immediate, prolonged reaction is twofold: collapsing into violent ill-
ness and retreating into monastic silence. Here and elsewhere, the text
“keeps trying to deny homosexuality in ways that reassert it” (Parker
79). The aftermath of Carl’s sexual initiation further unsettles gender
and sexual boundaries; such repositioning, however, occurs within the
transient, portable space of the ship.

Perhaps one central episode—even more so than transoceanic voyag-
es, narrative ruptures, rites of passage, or repeated departures from and
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returns to the ship—warrants locating “Divorce in Naples” as a tale
that wanders: George’s arrest and subsequent imprisonment. Structur-
ally and thematically, the incident, configured as Carl’s betrayal and
George’s incarceration, is made central, for the ensuing consequences
destabilize their previously idealized relationship. Faulkner pulls not
from his own experiences in Italy for this incident, but instead bor-
rows from those of his traveling companion. The historical occasion—
a daytime arrival in Genoa, Italy (Sunday August 2 1925), an evening
of debauchery, and a night passed in the “vermin-infested Palazzo Du-
cale jail” (Blotner, 1984 156)—starred not Faulkner but one William
Spratling.

Various accounts of the incident feature multiple, even compet-
ing, narrators: the unnamed shipmate who “left [Carl, George, and the
woman] and went back to the ship” (Collected 882), assorted Genoa
journalists, literary agent Ben Wasson, biographers Blotner and Joel
Williamson, and Spratling himself. The episode spirals ever outward,
crossing national and international borders, blending fact and fiction,
moving backward and forward through time. The odd trajectory of the
real-life Spratling affair peculiarly mirrors an abiding uncertainty at
the core of “Divorce in Naples.” The short story reanimates yet another
permutation and additionally reveals “clear relations with an American
experience and background despite [its] foreign setting” (Skei, Novel-
ist 98). Even while transpiring elsewhere, such slippages and generic
flux trouble discourses at home.

Facts surrounding the August 2, 1925, arrest, Massimo Bacigalu-
po’s research demonstrates, circulated widely in the local Genoa pa-
pers. Whereas the Corriere Mercantile reports the capture of “Amer-
ican citizen William P. Sparthing [sic],” deeming him an “impudent
and disrespectful person,” il Secolo XIX’s “Exploits of a Drunken For-
eigner” states, “a foreigner, one William P. Spartling [sic] . . . spat on
a roll of Italian banknotes which he had thrown on the ground and stu-
pidly stamped on, while making irreverent remarks about Italy” (qtd.
in Bacigalupo 323, 324). Spratling’s identity markers—both name and
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traits—shift from impudent American citizen “Sparthing” to threaten-
ing drunk foreigner “Spartling.” /I Caffaro simply lumps him among
the “Foreign Rabble” (324-25).

Yet the Spratling episode roams farther still, traversing not only ge-
ographies but also moving forward through time via postcard, fiction,
memoir, and biography. Faulkner appropriates the affair, initially by
naming himself the crime’s perpetrator. As Ben Wasson recalls in his
memoir, “He had sent me a postcard telling of being incarcerated brief-
ly for vagrancy” (75). The title of Wasson’s memoir, Count No 'Count:
Flashbacks to Faulkner, in fact conjures the multidirectional effects
of such spiraling—not only flashbacks but also flash-forwards. In two
other versions of the incident, Faulkner’s unpublished novel “Elmer”
and “the unpublished story he extracted from it,” Bacigalupo explains,
“the episode is moved from Genoa to the more literary Venice” (321).
Of course, “Divorce in Naples” shifts locations yet again. Just as he
takes latitudes with Italian geography, so Faulkner readily transforms
actual events into the stuff of fiction, heightening those fractures be-
tween the real and the imaginary.

Even among presumably factual accounts, conspicuous fissures
abound. Over forty years later in 1966, Spratling reflects upon that in-
famous evening in “Chronicle of a Friendship,” originally published in
the Texas Quarterly. He remembers, “by about 2:00 a.m. I had been led
out between two carabinieri, with Napoleon hats, and driven off
through the dark streets to jail. . . . Far away and in the confusion of the
dance floor Bill [Faulkner] and my other shipmates were unaware of
the incident” (Spratling 14). Following his release, Spratling recalls,
Faulkner was outwardly miffed, unsympathetically “remark[ing] that [
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‘no longer looked so vulgarly healthy,””” and visibly annoyed at “hav-
ing missed such an experience himself” (15). Details such as the “Na-
poleon hats” eerily overlap with Faulkner’s tale, first published three
decades earlier. To what extent was Spratling influenced by fictional-
ized adaptations already in circulation? According to the publisher’s

foreword to Sherwood Anderson and Other Famous Creoles (1967), he
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planned “to make several minor revisions” before the book was rere-
leased, yet his untimely death in an automobile accident (August 1967)
precluded their implementation. Noticeably absent from Spratling’s
“Chronicle” and Faulkner’s postcard is any mention of a homosexual
liaison. According to Williamson, “Spratling told Faulkner that while
he was in jail, he participated in a homosexual act. Later, when Faulkner
told Ben Wasson about the incident,” he “presumably . . . did not tell
Ben about a sexual encounter” (202). Despite such excision, Gary
Richards points out, “Faulkner, knowing the link between incarcera-
tion and same-sex acts, even if it remained unacknowledged to Was-
son, did share the anecdote, alter the identities of the participants, and
hint at a desire to be similarly transgressive for the ‘experience’ it
would provide” (26). In three variations of the tale—Spratling’s
“Chronicle,” Blotner’s 1984 one-volume biography, and Williamson’s
William Faulkner and Southern History (1993)—the author reportedly
curses over the lost “experience.”

Returning to Faulkner’s short story, George’s jailhouse experience,
despite thorough descriptions of his rank cell and unpleasant incarcera-
tion, does not mention any sexual escapade. While the temptation is to
read this omission as reflective of Faulkner’s own anxiety over homo-
eroticism and/or as a calculated effort to sanitize the story for public
consumption, the effect is to uphold George’s fealty to Carl. Analyz-
ing the troubling “bite” of same-sex eroticism in Faulkner’s second
novel, Mosquitoes (1927), Minrose Gwin persuasively proposes that
“Faulkner found the terrain, especially the male homoerotic terrain,
of the queer abject treacherous footing for the successful male writer
in the U.S.” (139). Comfortably situated on a foreign shore, “Divorce
in Naples” seemingly reaffirms a “tender and gossamer relationship”
(Skei, Novelist 120). George remains true even in the midst of opportu-
nity and Carl’s devastating duplicity. Their dancing romance, in place
of frantic dark-alley groping or desperate sexual exchanges in prison,
reemerges out in the open, inscribed within an almost chivalric code.
Moreover, their union appears wholly contained on the ship. Such
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placement preserves an otherwise transitioning space as the sacred site
of transgressive love. Almost paradoxically, then, both the fixed Italian
jail and the passing American ship reorient the boundaries of desire.

In her 2010 introduction to Faulkner s Sexualities, Annette Trefzer un-
derscores the intimate ambiguities embedded in the collection’s title,
which “blurs the lines between the author’s body and the body of his
work” (ix). Prompted by contributor Gary Richards’s study of “the ho-
moerotic plot of Faulkner’s [early] fiction and life,” she arrives at “the
question of a gay legibility—°‘has there ever been a gay Faulkner?’”
(xii, xiii). While not explicitly addressing Trefzer’s rhetorical question,
Brannon Costello’s “Randall Kenan Beyond the Final Frontier” (also
published in 2010) nevertheless offers an implicit rejoinder: “Kenan
has entered the southern literary canon not just as a ‘black Marquez’ .
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.. but also as a ‘gay Faulkner’” (127). In addition to their overlapping
themes, George Hovis maintains, “Kenan adds the element of explicit
homosexual desire to the mix, and, in so doing, draws our attention to
how the same element, though already thoroughly latent in Faulkner,
must be fully recognized as integral” (252).

Whereas Faulkner relegates to the ““Beyond’ category . . . tales with
settings beyond the borders of the United States or those that soar be-
yond the bounds of reality” (Volpe, Reader’s Guide 6), Kenan fore-
grounds magic and mysticism, infused throughout his real and fictional
topographies. Consider Mercedes McDonald’s cover illustration for
Let the Dead Bury Their Dead. Enlarged from the original hardcover’s
thumbnail to the 1993 paperback edition’s full-page imprint, the im-
age calls forth a fantastic world in which the supernatural seamlessly
coexists with the everyday. A centrally looming prophet figure bears
a blade, a book, and a baby; flames morph into thorny vines (or spiny
tails of a mythical creature); a distant floating house, set ablaze, glows
overhead. Kenan offers additional context: “The bedrock of what peo-
ple think of as Southern literature is ‘realism.’ . . . In truth I don’t see
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social realism and so-called magic realism as being counter. [ see them
as being able to co-exist” (Rowell 145). Staging his intervention di-
rectly in American cultural, social, historical, and political discourses,
Kenan intercedes from within Tims Creek’s southern environs.

Unlike “Divorce in Naples,” which seemingly privileges roman-
ticized love, Kenan’s “Run, Mourner, Run,” with its epigraph lifted
from Rainer Maria Rilke’s “Archaic Torso of Apollo” (1908), imme-
diately foregrounds the virile male body and quivering sexual desire.
The quoted verse draws from the sonnet’s closing lines, “for there is
no place that / does not see you. You must change your life” (qtd. in
Kenan 163), but the story invokes more than a final stirring charge.
Even without encountering “his legendary head” (Rilke 1), the speaker
asserts that this remnant, a brilliantly beaming muscled torso lit from
within, “gleams in all its power” (5). Mesmerized by “the curved breast
... [that] dazzle[s]” (6) and “the translucent cascade of the shoulders”
that “glistens” (10—11), the beholder seems pulled toward the center
of male sexual agency, its primal magnetism “a smile run through the
placid hips and thighs / to that dark center where procreation flared”
(7-8). Certainly this visual catalogue—Iluminous torso, breast, hips,
thighs, groin, and shoulders radiating sexual energy—resonates with
Dean Williams’s corporeal memory: “those tender fingers exploring
the joints and hinges of his body; as a wet, warm tongue outlined, ever
so lightly, the shape of his gooseflesh-cold body” (Kenan 176).

For Dean, a poor white factory worker, suspended somewhere between
boyhood and manhood, the prospect of truly changing his life belongs
in the realm of fairy tales. “Run, Mourner, Run” opens and closes at
roughly the same moment in time, presenting the same image of Dean
adrift in a tire, “swing[ing] back and forth, back and forth” (Kenan
163). Although his twenty-three-year-old “legs, now lanky and man-
nish, drag the ground,” he wistfully remembers being five years old,
pushed by his daddy “higher and higher . . . his heart pounding, his
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eyes wide” (163). While Carl insists upon differentiating between the
fifteen-year-old “kid” who “hadn’t been nowheres [sic] then” and the
man who has “been to sea three years” (Collected 880, 878), Dean
seems more at ease with childhood’s relative simplicity. As a boy, “he
read the fairy stories and nursery rhymes . . . over and over” (Kenan
164); as a man, he almost compulsively returns to the soothing world
of Mother Goose. His seduction of Raymond Brown is presented as
two “boy[s] wanting to play” (171); several evenings later at a Raleigh
gay bar, Dean and Ray enjoy “playing the game now, old and familiar
... like checkers, like Old Maid” (173).

Throughout the story, Kenan’s central character drifts between the
oppressive banality of daily struggle and his far-off dreams of a better
life, dreams that lift and list steadily out of reach. Treks to the gro-
cery store for Bisquick, ripped paper bags spilling their sad contents,
a broken-down Ford Torino perpetually in need of fixing, and insur-
mountable bills from his mother’s surgeries all bespeak financial hard-
ship. Through the figure of Dean, Kenan spotlights issues of racial,
sexual, and class differences. Desperation and feelings of entrapment
highlight poverty’s relentlessness. Yet “once upon a time—what now
seems decades ago rather than ten or fifteen years—Dean had real
dreams. . . . If pigs could fly and foxes could talk and dragons were for
real, then surely he could be anything he wanted to be” (164). Pulled
between the fantasy of escape and the socioeconomic reality of being
stuck in place, Dean again turns to fairy tales. Such daydreams elevate
him beyond the unremitting tedium of noisy, dusty shift work at the
International Spinning Corporation, of waiting for another dinner of
“canned peas, rice, Salisbury steak” prepared by his mother (164), of
“one-night stands with nameless truckers in nameless truckstops and
bored workers at boring shopping malls” (184). Only in the world of
nursery rhymes can Dean imagine marrying Mr. Punchinello (170),
project a time “when I am king and you shall be queen” (172), cele-
brate remembering and being remembered (177), or fantasize the end-
less possibilities “if all the world was apple pie” (190).
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As he approaches Dean Williams, then, Percy Terrell thinly cloaks
his envy of Raymond Brown, speaking instead in terms of land acqui-
sition. Terrell, “driving his big Dodge truck,” talks vaguely of com-
mercial interests; Dean, “sitting in the cab of that truck, groceries in his
lap (his Ford Torino had been in need of a carburetor that day)” (165),
listens to Percy’s pitch. The premise of their conversation is one of
exchange: payment offered for services rendered. Or, as Percy phras-
es it, “Son, I think I got a job for you” (165). The contrasts between
Percy Terrell, “the richest white man in Tims Creek” (167), and Dean
Williams, who must “trade on . . . his looks” (170), are striking. The
wealthy business owner and young blue-collar laborer, “nothing more
than poor white trash: a sweet-faced, dark-haired faggot” to Percy
(166), have little reason to interact apart from this scheme to out—and
thus oust—*"“the richest black man in Tims Creek” (167).

Kenan’s language makes the jockeying for power, position, and
place obvious. Dean revels in his “audience with the [white] king”
(166). “King” Terrell hatches an elaborate plan to quash “the one col-
ored undertaker . . . something of a prince” in Tims Creek (167; em-
phasis added). As Sheila Smith McKoy astutely points out, “Kenan
structures the plot so that white males proclaim Brown’s manhood as
well as his place in the community, which is secure despite the fact that
he is a black gay man” (33). Of course, Terrell’s anger is wrapped up
in this question of place—not simply the “homeplace” Brown declines
to sell, but the undertaker’s refusal to remain conveniently in his place.
Consider Percy’s vulgar self-justification: “They’re blocking me. . . .
Niggers shouldn’t own something as pretty as Chitaqua Pond” (166).
A pawn in the scheme, Dean appears oblivious to the subtle machina-
tions of power. With his dreams of being a doctor, a lawyer, and an In-
dian chief having long since faded, he can only marvel at Percy’s offer,
“more a dream or less a dream?” (168). When Percy dangles the bait,
promotion to foreman and a six-thousand-dollar raise, the boy who is
forever swinging, watching, and waiting grasps at a possible escape
route: “you must change your life” (Rilke 14).
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Unlike “Divorce in Naples,” in which the overall trajectory, despite
internal flashbacks, moves forward through time, “Run, Mourner,
Run” seemingly portrays a closed circuit: on the story’s first and fi-
nal pages, Dean Williams simply sways from a sycamore tree. Yet
just as ship voyages can herald shifting boundaries, so Kenan reveals
that remaining in place can challenge an outmoded, intractable social
order. Caught in a triangulated economic web, Dean appears wedged
between a white man’s desire to consume and a black man’s desire to
preserve. His betrayal is forced by economic necessity. Tragically, the
only location where he finds momentary reprieve, the homeplace, and
the only lover with whom he glimpses possibility, Ray Brown, are vio-
lently stripped away. An invasive cacophony of jeering men, whirring
Polaroid, and growling dogs breaches the formerly inviolate space of
transgressive love. Such irrevocable violation occurs in two parts: first,
the vicious judgment, “fucking queers, fucking faggots” (179); later,
news of a quiet sale, the mythic “homeplace” reduced finally to “a tiny
piece of property over by Chitaqua Pond” (184). In the devastating af-
termath, Dean remains powerless to alter the nightmare he unwittingly
facilitated: “numb and naked, curled up in a tight ball like a cat,” un-
able to “wake up. Stop dreaming” (182). But for one glorious month,
time seemingly stands still.

Rooted in the southern landscape, the familial “homeplace” emerg-
es as a fleeting source of safety, stability, and sanctity for the lovers.
Although Dean and Ray initially collide in public places, McTarr’s
Grocery Store and The Jack Rabbit, they return to the privacy of the
countryside, “down narrow back roads, through winding paths, along-
side fields, into woods, into a meadow Dean had never seen before,
near Chitaqua Pond” (175). The nearly ninety-year-old homestead,
here anchored in the rural topography, exists at the center—not only
the locus of white desire for control but also the heart of black re-
sistance to oppression. African American feminist scholar bell hooks
(Gloria Jean Watkins) discusses “homeplace” in these very terms, as a
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radical site of (political) resistance, the source of subjectivity, “a safe
place” (42), and “a space where we return for renewal and self-re-
covery” (49). Ray’s “brief tour of the house where he had grown up”
(Kenan 176) inadvertently emphasizes these qualities, as individual
rooms—the kitchen, the pantry, the living room, the bathroom, and the
bedroom—signify familial history and safeguard transgenerational
memory.

Similarly stressing the degree to which home mingles concrete and
symbolic attachments, African American poet Brenda Marie Osbey
explains that, “To be from someplace is not merely to have lived there
for some time. Home is memory and blood, dust and air. It is also to
be from and of that particular people. To be possessed by that history”
(41). Slowly brought into the sacred “homeplace,” an awestruck Dean
encounters visual, tactile testimony to the family’s enduring presence,
including “the deep enamel sink and the wood stove . . . the neat rows
of God-only-knows-how-old preserves and cans and boxes . . . the
gaping fireplace where Christmas stockings had hung” (Kenan 176).
Here, in the same room where “measles had been tended and babies
created,” Ray reverently undresses Dean. Beneath an antique “quilt
made by Ray’s great-grandmother,” they “joined at the mouth” (176),
transcending the boundaries of time and space.

Despite inscription within a mythic “homeplace,” Dean and Ray’s
passionate affair, which flagrantly subverts racial, class, and sexual
borders, inevitably succumbs to outside forces—in this case, betrayal
and blackmail. Ray unconsciously underscores the ephemeral quality
of their union when he quotes Walt Whitman’s “A Glimpse”: “There
we are two, content, happy in beauty together, speaking little, / perhaps
not a word” (Kenan 178). Temporally, this “glimpse, through an inter-
stice caught” (Whitman 1) remains fixed in springtime’s ecstatic over-
flow, “the daffodils and the crocuses and the blessed jonquils” (Kenan
177-78). Ensconced in a temporary safe haven, a poor, inconsequential
white boy and a wealthy, respected black man may twine together, set
apart from the stringent social codes governing Tims Creek. Yet Ray
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Brown—husband to Gloria, church deacon, undertaker, and successful
business owner—remains vulnerable by virtue of his standing in the
community.

Thus, once his ties to Ray have been severed, hastened by the ruin-
ous sale of the family home, Dean Williams is thrust into permanent
exile: “for here there is no place” (Rilke 13); life is evacuated of mean-
ing. “Run, Mourner, Run” in fact forecasts Dean’s compulsory banish-
ment. Even as he “trembled and tingled and clutched” in sexual plea-
sure, Dean also experiences terror, haunted by the “voices of old black
men and old black women screaming for his death, his blood, for him to
be strung up on a Judas tree, to die and breathe no more” (Kenan 177).

The Judas tree simultaneously recalls lynching in the South, evokes
aimless tire swinging, and signifies cruel betrayal. The tree’s attendant
images cross borders. Specifically referencing Dean’s swing, Suzanne
Jones likewise emphasizes “this contemporary image of strange fruit
hanging from a southern tree, [that] conjures up, even as it reverses
in a way, old images of black men lynched after rumored offenses to
white women” (160). While an ancestral presence often connotes pow-
erful rootedness, as in Toni Morrison’s configuration, with “timeless
people whose relationships to the characters are benevolent, instruc-
tive, and protective” (343), Dean is profoundly disoriented. The clam-
oring voices and his discomfort reflect the conspiracy afoot, yet his
feelings of displacement prefigure eternal expulsion: “You get the hell
out too” (Kenan 182). After Percy Terrell’s conquering invasion, with
Ray Brown overthrown and the land obtained, Dean Williams is ut-
terly bereft, having “sensed the enormity of what he had done” (182).
The exile that follows, “some strange limbo, some odd place of ghosts
and shadows,” emerges as a nonplace indeed (187).

Having taken up “Virginia Woolf’s admonition that you should begin
as near the end of a story as possible to create a tautness . . . focus.
Compression” (Rowell 137), Kenan inadvertently raises a provocative
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question: how to interpret the vexed endings of “Run, Mourner, Run”
and “Divorce in Naples.” Both he and Faulkner allude to the difficulty
of crafting short stories, linking the form and its demands to poetry.
While Faulkner expresses his anxious frustration in terms of his feel-
ings (or lack thereof) for the genre, Kenan identifies the writer’s strug-
gle to sustain unity within a compressed space. Skei further elucidates,
“One of the chief characteristics of the short story, whether told to an
audience or written, seems to be its orientation toward an end” (Read-
ing 35). What, then, of these elusive endings?

“Run, Mourner, Run” closes in late October, leaving Dean Wil-
liams to face “a road of ghosts™: poignant regrets and painful losses
(190). Having fulfilled his treacherous agreement with Percy Terrell,
he has “waited six months. Twenty-four weeks. April. May. June. July.
August. September” (184). Days pass, time accumulates, yet nothing
changes. Dismissed as a “pathetic white-trash faggot whore” (187),
Dean is severely beaten, his punishment for daring to challenge Percy
Terrell. A glorious month of expanded dreams is summarily reduced to
a twenty-dollar bill, the “price of a blowjob” (187—88). Despite locat-
ing this site of transgressive love in the rural South, Kenan remains a
realist. Unlike fairy tales, there are no happy endings here. Repeatedly
breaching racial, class, and sexual borders often produces devastating
consequences. Finding no heartfelt reconciliation, readers are left in-
stead with an image of profound heartbreak. Dean Williams, in exile, is:

Waiting for the world to come to an end. Waiting for this cruel dream
world to pass away. Waiting for the leopard to lie down with the kid and
the goats with the sheep. Waiting for everything to be made all right—
cause | know it will be all right, it has to be all right—and he will sit like
Little Jack Horner in a corner with his Christmas pie and put in a thumb
and pull out a plum and say: What a good, what a good, O what a good
boy am I. (Kenan 191)
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Having merged his identity with Little Jack Horner, Dean is seem-
ingly erased from the narrative. This heartrending regression strikes
the tragic register where Kenan imparts his harsh invective, scathingly
launched against any community that stigmatizes difference.

Compared to such eschatological overtones, “Divorce in Naples”
concludes under far more auspicious circumstances: Carl and George
reunited “in decorous embrace, their canvas shoes hissing in unison”
(Collected 892-93). Perhaps the potential verbal slippage between “in
decorous” and “indecorous” alludes to the story’s final ambiguity. Af-
ter the supposed divorce, what does the future hold for the two dancing
seamen? Carl, having broken his nearly twenty-day silence, has made
an all-important request: “When we get to Galveston, I want you to
buy me a suit of these pink silk teddy-bears that ladies use. A little big-
ger than I’d wear, see?” (893). George previously has agreed to the fa-
vor, yet the question remains: for whom has Carl selected women’s un-
derwear? Faulkner closes the story amid uncertainty. Williamson has
argued that Carl is “transiting to a heterosexual mode” (389), in which
case the Naples prostitute, paid already for the sexual transaction, be-
comes the gift recipient. In this love triangle, however, two other pos-
sibilities emerge that uphold the story’s central romance. The notion
of either burly George or saintly Carl clad in a pink teddy might seem
indecorously silly. Yet to substitute ambivalence for certainty contra-
dicts the tale’s penchant for rupture. Perhaps this final voyage opens
the possibility of shifting Carl and George’s “decorous embrace” from
floating periphery to the Texas shore.

Ongoing oscillation—the voyaging ship and an unhinging psyche—
leave “Divorce in Naples” and “Run, Mourner, Run” vexingly unset-
tled. In reading to the end of these stories, readers, along with Carl,
George, Dean, and Ray, are left suspended, perhaps not waiting “for
the world to come to an end” (Kenan 191), but certainly hoping for a
different one. Kenan’s transfiguration of the “homeplace” into a site
of crossover over may ring progressively, yet Dean Williams loses
grievously in the transaction, brutally shoved back into a painfully
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circumscribed place. Faulkner, despite what Michael Zeitlin terms his
“unmistakably transgressive and polymorphous desire” (69), seem-
ingly retreats from openly exploring homoerotic desire in his later fic-
tion. Both writers gesture toward a provocative potential, yet a truly
reinvigorated southern American landscape—a place where Carl and
George or Dean and Ray may dance freely, flickers in the margins.
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Faulkner and the Bible: A Haunted Voice

Norman W. Jones

Many of William Faulkner’s stories exemplify the “southern gothic,”
a subgenre that takes elements of southern culture and history as key
ingredients in a dark mixture of decayed settings, twisted psychology,
and grotesque affronts to an everyday sense of order and morality. One
of the most widely known of such Faulkner stories, “A Rose for Em-
ily,” shocks the reader with the revelation that an eccentric old lady
who represents a bygone era with its genteel values actually engages
in a horrific parody of social traditions, sharing a bed each night with
the corpse of the man she murdered. Similarly, one of Faulkner’s most
famous and critically acclaimed novels, Absalom, Absalom! (1936),
is a ghost story: It centers on a midnight expedition to discover who
or what is haunting a now-decrepit and abandoned mansion that once
dominated an antebellum plantation.

Absalom helps illustrate why an understanding of Faulkner’s uses
of gothic conventions can help one better understand even those of his
stories that are less obviously gothic. In Absalom, one finds that a key
to Faulkner’s representations of southern culture in the early twentieth
century is the metaphorical sense of being haunted by the past: “the
deep South” he describes as “dead since 1865 and peopled with gar-
rulous outraged baffled ghosts,” and Quentin Compson must listen “to
one of the ghosts which had refused to lie still even longer than most
had, telling him about old ghost-times” (4). The “ghost” metaphor ar-
ticulates a sense of belatedness, of living after the fall, after the defeat
of the South in the Civil War. At the beginning of Absalom, Faulkner
describes the voice of Miss Rosa Coldfield as being haunted by this
history: “The ghost mused with shadowy docility as if it were the voice
which he haunted where a more fortunate one would have had a house”
(4). The novel raises the possibility that the particular ghost referred to
here, Thomas Sutpen, the antebellum patriarch who originally built the
haunted house at the center of the novel, might indeed be haunting his
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old house. Yet the image of a ghost haunting not a house but the actual
voice of a living person potentially reveals something crucial about
Faulkner’s own authorial voice—not only in Absalom but in many of
his other stories as well. Faulkner’s narrative voice is often metaphori-
cally haunted not only by southern history but also by the Bible.
Absalom tells the story of Thomas Sutpen, a legendary plantation
owner in antebellum Mississippi who amasses a fortune from noth-
ing—creating his hundred-square-mile plantation as if by divine fiat,
“the Be Sutpens Hundred like the oldentime Be Light” (4). Sutpen is
motivated primarily by his horror at having realized when he was a
young boy that his family resided near the very bottom of the socio-
economic hierarchy. Despite his rags-to-riches success, his fortune and
his plantation eventually fall into ruin in the aftermath of the Civil War.
The war comes to symbolize Sutpen’s own house divided against it-
self as his son, Henry, rejects his father and repudiates his birthright—
echoing not only the New Testament parable of the “house divided,”
famously used by Abraham Lincoln to describe the Civil War, but also
the Old Testament conflict between David and Absalom alluded to in
the novel’s title. Henry, the only male heir to his father’s estate, goes on
to cement his apostasy by murdering the man he loves, Charles Bon—
Henry’s half brother as well as his sister Judith’s fiancé—which echoes
the Absalom—Amnon—Tamar story told in 2 Samuel 13. Henry after-
ward flees in shame, never to be seen again by his father. The novel
opens in 1909, with the inheritors of this history telling and retelling it
to each other. Rosa, an older woman, wants Quentin, a college student,
to accompany her on a midnight adventure to the now decrepit Sutpen
mansion, which is referred to as a “haunted house” (174). The novel is
structured as a complex ghost story: From the beginning, the narrative
lures the reader with the mystery of the haunted house, but only in its
closing pages does it reveal what Rosa and Quentin discovered there.
It is no coincidence that Faulkner chose to allude to the Bible in
the title of this novel that explores and develops the image of being
haunted as a metaphor for the relationship between past and present
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in the early twentieth-century South. The biblical intertext emphasizes
the ways in which Faulkner’s meditation on southern history does not
confine its significance to the South alone but also lays claim to a much
broader sense of history writ large, so to speak. Invocations of the Bible
constitute one of the rhetorical strategies by which the local aspires to
a more universal resonance in Faulkner’s work. In Absalom, for ex-
ample, Faulkner derives a fictional tale from what he famously referred
to as his “own little postage stamp of native soil,” and he turns it into a
grand epic of mythic proportions by casting his antebellum plantation
patriarch, Sutpen, as a latter-day King David, whose hard-won ascen-
dancy comes to symbolize the story of an entire people—the South,
much as David in some measure represents Israel. David’s fall from be-
ing the greatest king of Israel to having his rule challenged and nearly
toppled by his own son, Absalom, becomes the collapse of Sutpen’s
would-be dynasty as his son similarly rejects and repudiates his father.

Yet there is a more subtle way in which Faulkner’s complex invoca-
tions of the Bible can be productively understood as evincing much the
same relationship with his writing as that between the early twentieth-
century South and its antebellum past, such that Faulkner’s narrative
voice itself may be heard, in a sense, as a voice haunted by the Bible.
This might seem a strange claim to make, primarily because Faulkner’s
writing style is so different from that of the King James Version of the
Bible (the KJV), which is the version he knew best. While the KIJV
favors concrete diction and grammatically simple and direct sentences,
Faulkner’s style in Absalom and elsewhere favors abstraction, circum-
locution, and hypercomplex grammatical structures. Likewise, neither
Faulkner’s expansive Latinate diction nor his complex narrative struc-
tures are characteristic of the KJV. In short, Faulkner’s stories do not
imitate these aspects of the Bible; his uses of the Bible are subtler and
more interesting than mere imitation would allow. Instead, many of his
works create the sense of a ghostly echo of the KJV—mnot an obvious
repetition but the evocation of multiple yet vague resemblances. Direct
allusions to the Bible pervade Faulkner’s stories: Jessie McGuire Coffee
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documents almost four hundred such direct allusions in the novels alone
(129-30). Thus, for readers who possess even a basic knowledge of the
Bible, the spectral biblical intertext haunting Faulkner’s narrative voice
gets raised perhaps first and most conspicuously by these direct allu-
sions. Once the ear (or eye) becomes attuned to that set of frequencies,
however, the KJV can begin to be heard as a kind of ghostly presence in
Faulkner’s narrative voice itself—a voice at once present yet absent in
the sense of being repeatedly suggested but not clearly or fully possess-
ing its own authoritative voice in the text.

This “ghostly” sense of the Bible reflects one of the ways many
readers of Faulkner’s day (and our own) think of the Bible, particularly
the King James Version. Indeed, by the early twentieth century, the
KJV was experienced by many as a kind of ghostly book in four specif-
ic ways: (1) new historical studies of the Bible undermined a sense of
its unity; (2) scientific advances conflicted with the biblical picture of
the natural world; (3) technological advances made the modern world
seem far removed from biblical times; and (4) linguistic changes had
rendered the language of the KJV increasingly arcane.

To elaborate, first, a scholarly method known as the “higher criti-
cism” rose to prominence among English Bible readers in the nine-
teenth century and created for many a sense of distance between the
biblical past and the modern present. Developed primarily in Germa-
ny, the higher criticism implicitly undermined the authority of the Bi-
ble as a sacred text by analyzing it according to the same standards that
would be applied to any other historical document. It especially aimed
to distinguish what was historically verifiable in the Bible from what
might be merely mythological. In light of this approach, many biblical
narratives appeared historically questionable or even doubtful, which
undermined an older, more traditional sense that these narratives of-
fered reliable historical accounts. The Bible could instead be seen as
a mosaic of often disparate ancient texts that had been edited together
in complex and subjective ways. For many modern readers, the Bible
stories thus seemed to be at once there and not-there in the sense that
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the higher criticism implied that the true history behind these stories
was available only indirectly in the Bible itself, hinted at but also ob-
scured by layers of retelling and editing.

Interestingly, Faulkner’s own personal Bible (inscribed by his moth-
er, Maud Falkner, on October 1, 1904, when Faulkner was six years old)
includes extensive notes and appendixes informed by the higher criti-
cism.! While there is no firm evidence available to establish whether
Faulkner studied this material or what he thought of it, it was an exten-
sive part of this Sunday-school Bible that remained with him through-
out his life. The appendixes include, for example, Julius Wellhausen’s
documentary hypothesis, which holds that the Pentateuch (the Five
Books of Moses) was not written by Moses but is an edited compilation
of various narratives that were originally independent of one another.

The literal authority of the Bible was widely seen (by both its sup-
porters and detractors) as being undermined not only by the higher crit-
icism but also by modern scientific developments, as emblematized by
the 1925 Scopes Monkey trial. Many still felt the Bible spoke in clear
and authoritative tones; others felt it did not. Yet accounts of the trial
often pay little attention to those who found themselves in the middle-
ground between these two positions—those who were unsure whether
the stories in the Bible were literally true (say, in its account of a six-
day creation) but who, at the same time, were not ready to consign the
Bible to the trash bin, either. Faulkner’s stories invoke the Bible in
ways that speak especially to such readers—perhaps even more so in
the twenty-first century when not only the authority of the literal mean-
ing of the Bible continues to be questionable for many people, but also
now that biblical literacy has decreased so dramatically that many peo-
ple have only a vague sense of the contents of the Bible but neverthe-
less often accord it a sense of respect. The Bible possesses some kind
of authority for such people, but that authority is not entirely clear.

In addition to the scientific advances of Faulkner’s day, it is impor-
tant to note also that technological advances were rapidly changing the
look and feel of daily life to such an extent that the world described in
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the Bible came to seem radically different from that of modern times.
It was not merely a case of increased urbanization in the United States.
As many of Faulkner’s stories document, rural areas, too, were slowly
but irrevocably being transformed by new technologies—“patented
electric gadgets for cooking and freezing and cleaning” (Intruder in
the Dust 118). Only a century earlier, there had been far fewer techno-
logical differences between the world inhabited by most Bible readers
and the world depicted in the Bible. As the twentieth century wore on,
the world depicted in the Bible came to seem remote and archaic in
unprecedented ways.

Finally, as if metaphorically representing the scholarly, scientific,
and technological lights by which the Bible could appear archaic, the
very language—the sound—of the KJV was becoming increasingly
archaic, too. The second epigraph Ernest Hemingway chose for his
1926 novel, The Sun Also Rises, attests to this change by implicitly
contrasting Hemingway’s spare, modern style with the KJV render-
ing of Ecclesiastes: “The sun also ariseth, and the sun goeth down,
and hasteth to the place where he arose” (7). Yet even for Hemingway
in The Sun Also Rises, the world-weary words of Ecclesiastes speaks
with a vague yet still vaguely powerful sense of oracular authority.
For both Faulkner and Hemingway, despite their markedly different
writing styles, the sound of the KJV seems suggestive of an ancient,
even otherworldly voice from the past. Indeed, what scholars typically
describe as the simple, direct, and concrete diction and syntax of the
KJV is often not so simple and clear to nonacademic modern readers.

One should note that even in 1611, the language of the KJV was not
that of ordinary speech but already had a slightly strange, archaic feel:
It was not precisely an older form of English but its own unique amal-
gam that included genuine archaisms alongside strange new Hebraized
English. Examples of once-unfamiliar Hebrew idioms made familiar
by the KJV include “by the skin of my teeth,” “to stand in awe,” “put
words in his mouth,” “rise and shine,” and “a fly in the ointment.”
Older forms of English now enshrined as KJV “church English” were
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already falling out of use in 1611, such as “thee,” “thou,” and the “-eth”
suffix (as, for example, in Luke 22:21, “Behold, the hand of him that
betrayeth me is with me on the table”).

To illustrate some of the distinctive stylistic and structural features
of the KJV, consider the following passages from 2 Samuel in which
David learns of the death of his son, Absalom. First, the story is told
sparsely, using few brush strokes, as it were, to paint emotions: “And
the king said unto Cushi, ‘Is the young man Absalom safe?’ And Cushi
answered, ‘The enemies of my lord the king, and all that rise against
thee to do thee hurt, be as that young man is.” And the king was much
moved, and went up to the chamber over the gate, and wept” (2 Sam.
18:32-33). The event is told in just a few lines; Cushi’s answer is not
explicit or direct, and David offers him no reply. The sense is con-
veyed, but we are invited to read between the lines for more details.
As the story unfolds further, it focuses on a psychological drama that
develops from ironic, unexpected reversals: The king mourns for the
traitor; victory becomes defeat; and the servant, Joab, corrects the mas-
ter, David. In David’s famous lament, the curious irony is that Absa-
lom sought to overthrow his father and might well have killed him if
David and his army had not fought back, but David’s words belie his
earlier actions: “O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom: would
God I had died for thee, O Absalom, my son, my son” (2 Sam. 18:33).
This irony is not lost on the people, who are cast as one character:
“Victory that day was turned into mourning unto all the people: for the
people heard say that day how the king was grieved for his son. And
the people gat them by stealth that day into the city, as people being
ashamed steal away when they flee in battle” (2 Sam. 19:2-3). Note
how the simile (fleeing in battle) drives home the ironic reversal: They
were victorious in battle but now retreat as if in defeat.

Joab admonishes his king in a stately rhythm that caries prophetic
undertones: “Thou has shamed this day the faces of all thy servants,
which this day have saved thy life, and the lives of thy sons and of thy
daughters, and the lives of thy wives, and the lives of thy concubines,
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in that thou lovest thy enemies, and hatest thy friends. . . . For this day
I perceive, that if Absalom had lived, and all we had died this day, then
it had pleased thee well” (2 Sam. 19:5-6). The sentences are com-
posed of rather brief phrases (the many commas visibly mark this pac-
ing), and the cumulative enumeration (“lives of thy sons . . . daughters

.. wives . . . concubines”) and contrasting antithesis (“lovest they
enemies, and hatest thy friends”) serve to keep the rhythm slow and
measured. Joab’s prophetic undertones rise to the surface as he seems
to bear witness against David on behalf of God himself: “I swear by
the LORD, if thou go not forth . . . that will be worse unto thee than all
the evil that befell thee from thy youth until now” (2 Sam. 7). Finally,
and most obviously, the vocabulary in the above passages is often ar-
chaic—thee, thy, doth, hatest, and gat.

Now consider the similarities between these stylistic and structural
features of the KJV and those of the following passage from Faulkner’s
Absalom. First, while Faulkner’s writing style might seem anything
but sparse, he often creates such densely multifaceted psychological
complexity that the effect is a kind of packed economy that forces the
reader to read between the lines:

It seems that this demon—his name was Sutpen—(Colonel Sutpen)—
Colonel Sutpen. Who came out of nowhere and without warning upon the
land . . . and built a plantation—(Tore violently a plantation, Miss Rosa
Coldfield says)—tore violently. And married her sister Ellen and begot a
son and a daughter which—(Without gentleness begot, Miss Rosa Cold-
field says)—without gentleness. Which should have been the jewels of
his pride and the shield and comfort of his old age, only—(Only they de-
stroyed him or something or he destroyed them or something. And died)—
and died. Without regret, Miss Rosa Coldfield says—(Save by her) Yes,
save by her. (And by Quentin Compson). (5)

Here, the narrative foregrounds Rosa’s and Quentin’s different invest-
ments in the Sutpen story such that the passage becomes a densely
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layered representation not only of Sutpen but also of Miss Rosa and
Quentin (who seems to be speaking with her and being corrected by
her as he speaks). Note, too, that in addition to creating a legendary or
mythic sense of history (Sutpen is a “demon” who “tore” a plantation
from the land as if it were built in a single blow), the passage empha-
sizes ironic psychological reversals: Sutpen’s pride, his jewel, ended
up destroying him, or being destroyed by him, as may be said of the
relationship between David and Absalom; despite his disappointments,
however, Sutpen died “without regret.” More obviously, the passage
echoes the KJV in its use of the archaic begot. Robert Alter argues
that Faulkner regularly uses this and other thematic keywords from the
KIJV, such as birthright, curse, land, flesh and blood, bones, dust, and
clay (86). Even the use of shield and comfort echo the KIJV’s frequent
uses of these words, as in Genesis 15:1 (“I am thy shield”) and Psalm
119:50 (“my comfort in my affliction”).

Finally, the rthythm of the above passage is built on the same kind
of short phrases and cumulative enumeration characteristic of the KIV
whereby, as Maxine Rose explains, “each phrase or clause explains or
increases or enlarges upon the meaning of the previous one(s)” (139).
Compare it with the opening of Genesis in the KJV, which uses the
word and to translate the Hebrew connective transliterated waw, thus
creating a paratactic (coordinating) rather than hypotactic (subordinat-
ing) grammatical structure in English in order to recreate the parataxis
of ancient Hebrew:

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth
was without form, and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep.
And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. And God said,
“Let there be light”: and there was light. And God saw the light, that it
was good: and God divided the light from the darkness. And God called
the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And the evening and the
morning were the first day. (Gen. 1:1-5, emphasis added)
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In the passage from Absalom, Sutpen “came out of nowhere . . . and
built a plantation . . . And married . . . and begot a son and a daughter
... and died” (5).

This type of cumulative effect sometimes takes on a more structured
form in biblical Hebrew, as is most clearly evident in the parallelism
of the Psalms: each verse consists of two or more statements that work
together in one of three ways. They can be synonymous (the second
restates the first), as in the second verse of Psalm 149: “Let Israel re-
joice in him that made him: let the children of Zion be joyful in their
King.” They can be synthetic (the second builds on the first): “Let them
praise his name in the dance: let them sing praises unto him with the
timbrel and harp” (Ps. 149:3). Or they can be antithetical (the second
contrasts with the first): “let the wickedness of the wicked come to
an end, but establish the just” (Ps. 7:9). Rose argues that Faulkner’s
sentences often create cumulative patterns that echo the parallelism
of ancient Hebrew poetry (140—43). Consider the following passages
from Absalom, in which the past is described as being hidden from the
present—inaccessible yet still present in an insistent and mysterious
way (like a ghost): “It’s just incredible. It just does not explain. Or per-
haps that’s it: they dont explain and we are not supposed to know. We
have a few old mouth-to-mouth tales; we exhume from old trunks and
boxes and drawers letters without salutation or signature” (80). The
first two sentences synthetically build on one another; the third and
fourth sentences similarly offer synthetic repetitions (they do not ex-
plain, we are not supposed to know; we have old tales, we exhume old
letters). Then, the passage creates a series of pairs: “men and women
who once /lived and breathed are now merely initials or nicknames
out of some now incomprehensible affection which sound to us like
Sanskrit or Chocktaw” (80, emphasis added). Finally, we get an antith-
esis which, in the context of this particular narrative, suggests a further
echo of ancient Hebrew parallelism: “They are there, yet something is
missing” (80). Not one of these examples is sufficient to establish that
the narrative definitely echoes the KJV; even taken together, they do
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not create enough of a regular and extended pattern to be considered
a clear imitation of the KJV. Yet in the context of this novel that an-
nounces the KJV as a crucial intertext, these stylistic features create
(at least for those who possess a basic knowledge of the KJV) a vague
echo of the KJV in the diction and sentence structure of Faulkner’s nar-
rative voice itself.

These formal echoes draw significance not only from the more di-
rect allusions to the KJV but also from its ghostly thematic presence-
yet-absence in one of the central conflicts faced by the characters: the
tension between what might be described as a “law ethic” and a “love
ethic.” Absalom casts this tension in strongly biblical terms, drawing
from the David-and-Absalom story as well as from New Testament
accounts of clashes between Jesus and the Pharisees. In the David
story, the law condemns his rebellious son Absalom as a traitor who
sought to overthrow his king, but David rejects the primacy of that
legal standard: David’s lament ignores his son’s culpability and instead
asserts the primacy of his identification as a loving father over that of
a wronged king. Sutpen, by contrast, makes no such lament, which
renders the novel’s title rather ironic. Colonel Sutpen is no King David.
The novel’s biblical allusions in this vein serve to highlight the disjunc-
tion between its story and the Bible at least as much as the similarities
between the two. Indeed, when Sutpen tries to rectify the “mistake”
in his “design” (his plan to become a wealthy plantation patriarch), he
makes the additional mistake of consulting a “legally trained” mind
rather than considering that his woes might be the result of a more pro-
found “retribution”: the “sins of the father come home to roost”—par-
ticularly the sin of repudiating his first marriage on racist grounds (215,
219-220). Sutpen faces the kind of dilemma depicted repeatedly in the
New Testament as a conflict between the law and love (the former as-
sociated especially with the “scribes and Pharisees” of Matt. 23:1-36):
the question of healing or working on the Sabbath (Mark 3:1-6, Mark
2:23-8), of having dirty hands at dinner (Mark 7:1-23), of associating
with Samaritans (Luke 10:25-37), and of befriending tax collectors
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and sinners (Mark 2:13—17). Yet it never seems to occur to Sutpen to
choose anything but the law. Appropriately enough, Rosa, who sees
him as her nemesis, styles herself “love’s . . . advocate” (117).

The tension between love and the law shapes the central conflicts
of all of the major characters in Absalom. Throughout the novel, ma-
jor characters face critical and revelatory moments of decision—what
might be termed “conversion” challenges (given the novel’s biblical
intertext) that force them to change their perspective and consider
changing their behavior. These potential conversion narratives are
reminiscent of the account in Acts 9 of Paul’s experience on the road
to Damascus when suddenly a bright light blinds him and precipitates
his conversion from being the strictest observer of the law to one who
sees that even the ancient circumcision covenant can be abrogated by
God’s love. In one such moment in 4bsalom, Bon (Sutpen’s estranged
son) feels as though a “jigsaw puzzle” suddenly “[fell] into pattern,”
revealing “at once, like a flash of light, the meaning of his whole life”
(250). Quentin and his college roommate, Shreve, also imagine that
Sutpen and his son Henry each must have experienced such a conver-
sion challenge in their lives (186, 284-86). Going further, it can be
argued that the entire novel constitutes an account of Quentin’s own
conversion challenge as he realizes the significance of what he and
Miss Rosa discovered in the haunted Sutpen mansion. As Charles R.
Wilson explains, the “central theme of southern religion is the need
for conversion in a specific experience that will lead to baptism, to
a purified new person”; put simply, this “need is to be born again”
(59). It should come as no surprise that the call to conversion serves as
a central theme in Absalom. (Faulkner’s formative denomination was
Methodist, which, despite literary critics” emphasis on the influence of
Calvinist theology in his work, departs strongly from Calvinism in its
emphasis on free will and personal spirituality [Wilson 60]).

In keeping with the irony of the novel’s title, the conversion chal-
lenges depicted in Absalom all end in failure by biblical standards. Not
one character chooses love wholeheartedly. Even Rosa, who thinks of
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herself as love’s “advocate,” seems consumed instead by a vengeful
bitterness. Likewise, Wash Jones, who kills Sutpen because of Sutpen’s
heartless treatment of Milly, Jones’s granddaughter, serves as no bib-
lical champion of love: Faulkner pointedly reminds the reader of the
nineteenth century’s hateful Bible defense of slavery by way of Jones,
who believes “the Bible said” black people should be enslaved because
they are “cursed by God” (226). It is in this sense that the characters are
thematically haunted by the Bible. They find themselves challenged by
a biblical call to choose something deeper and truer than the law—what
Faulkner, in his 1941 story, “The Tall Men,” describes as “our back-
bone,” which is apparently missing from the “investigator” whose blind
devotion to the law leaves him “all fogged up with rules and regula-
tions” (59). Yet this something deeper and truer, this backbone of the
human species that is associated in 4bsalom with the Bible, remains a
ghost to the major characters because it is at once there and not-there:
They are forced to confront it but cannot accept it—especially the “pas-
sages of the old violent vindictive mysticism” that seem relevant only to
the likes of Rosa’s fanatical and self-destructive father (64). Ultimate-
ly, man-made laws seem more real, and the major characters choose
to trust such laws (literally and metaphorically) instead of the vague,
shadowy, archaic alternative. These characters do not have conversion
experiences; they experience conversion challenges, but, like the rich
young man in Matthew 19 who finds the price of entering the kingdom
of heaven unrealistically high, these characters turn “away sorrowful”
(Matt. 19:22). Indeed, this is how Faulkner casts the South itself (in
keeping with the biblical trope whereby Israel is often represented as
a single character): Like the man described in Matthew 7 who built
his house on unsteady sand instead of on a solid rock foundation, “the
South . . . erected its economic edifice not on the rock of stern morality
but on the shifting sands of opportunism and moral brigandage” (209).
The major characters in Absalom, like the young man in Matthew 19,
cannot accept the conversion challenge but cannot completely dismiss
it, either—by the end of the novel, Quentin is left feeling irrevocably
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haunted (in tones reminiscent of another gothic classic, Edgar Allan
Poe’s “The Raven”): “Nevermore of peace. Nevermore of peace. Nev-
ermore. Nevermore. Nevermore” (298-99).2

If the central “ghost” metaphor in Absalom may be productively
applied to Faulkner’s uses of the Bible in that novel, this metaphor
also offers a productive trope for understanding the role of the Bible in
many of his other works as well. While a thorough analysis would re-
quire its own volume, Faulkner’s 1929 novel, The Sound and the Fury,
provides an instructive example by which to guide further exploration.
So far, this introduction to Faulkner’s uses of the Bible has focused
on the Bible rather than on Christianity per se (with the exception of
a brief note on the centrality of conversion experiences in southern
religion). Turning to The Sound and the Fury affords the opportunity to
explain why Christianity—especially considered in terms of system-
atic theology—is arguably not the most useful lens through which to
analyze Faulkner’s work. Scholars have long debated Faulkner’s rep-
resentations of Christianity, and the scholarship on The Sound and the
Fury may serve as a microcosm of these debates. Some argue that the
novel ultimately forwards a Christian perspective; others believe that
it is not fully Christian but more vaguely and generally hopeful; still
others affirm that it offers no hope whatsoever. For this last group, the
bleakness of the title (which alludes to Macbeth’s famous soliloquy
in act 5, scene 5 just after he learns of his wife’s death, in which he
describes life as “a tale / Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, / Sig-
nifying nothing”), and the bleakness of the first three sections of the
novel cannot be saved by the famous Easter service in the fourth and
final section.

John Hunt contends that Faulkner presents readers with a nihilistic
skepticism whereby not only are traditional religious beliefs called into
question but also all meaning at even the most basic level finds itself
threatened with utter negation (174-75). Faulkner takes this threat se-
riously but counters it, according to Hunt, with a “theology of tension”
that amounts to a “tension between Christian and Stoic visions™ (169).
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While this argument helps clarify key elements of the major conflicts
in The Sound and the Fury, Hunt concedes that the argument also
“strain[s] [Faulkner’s] fiction by theological language” (176). Indeed,
it strains the stories too far, as do most attempts to locate articulations
of systematic theology in them. Put simply, to ask about the role of the-
ology in Faulkner’s stories is to ask the wrong question. These stories
do not speak that language. Instead, as Wilson argues, the religious
world of Faulkner’s stories is primarily that of “folk religion,” which is
“beyond theology™: It is created by the actual beliefs and practices of
“plain folk, the poor whites and blacks” in the South; in this context,
the Bible “possessed a near mystical attraction . . . even in dissent, it
was the source of all authority” (63, 67—68). One therefore gets more
useful answers from Faulkner’s stories if one asks about the role of the
Bible in them. They may not speak theology, but they definitely speak
Bible.

The Sound and the Fury tells the story of a family in decline. The
first three sections of the novel give the first-person perspectives of
three brothers, each in turn, on the Compson family and their respec-
tive places in it. Each brother fixates on his only sister, Candace (nick-
named Caddy), whose romantic adventures are seen as having dis-
graced the family. Each brother harbors a special, personal sorrow or
grudge related to Caddy. In the novel’s fourth section, Dilsey, the black
housekeeper and cook who works for the Compson family, finds her-
self revived and transported by an Easter Sunday church service.

Faulkner was repeatedly drawn to the imagery of Holy Week; The
Sound and the Fury and his 1954 novel, A Fable, offer the clearest ex-
amples of this. 4 Fable emphasizes the crucifixion and the events lead-
ing up to it in the Passion narrative far more than the resurrection (not
unlike the Gospel of Mark account that ends at 16:8). This is arguably
true of The Sound and the Fury, as well: Despite the Easter ending,
the effect is not entirely or even strongly hopeful. Some have tried to
see the youngest Compson brother, Benjy, as a Christ figure, but while
his role is in keeping with the biblical scapegoat, it is not that of the
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Passover lamb—no one is saved by his suffering. The second-oldest
brother, Jason, is a Macbeth-like figure in that he seems unconsciously
self-destructive as he pursues his will to power. Quentin, the oldest,
is quite consciously self-destructive; while some have read him as a
Christ-like figure, a martyr dying for his ideals, there is no redemp-
tion in his story, which means he is ultimately more like Sophocles’
tragic Antigone than a true martyr. Indeed, his section suggests that
his lack of faith, at least in part, is what leads him to commit suicide.
He equates “Jesus walking on Galilee,” the miracle of walking on the
water, with George “Washington not telling lies”—both are myths
(51). Quentin cannot believe in a God of time who transcends time, but
he cannot stand not believing, either: “It’s not when you realize that
nothing can help you—religion, pride, anything—it’s when you real-
ize that you don’t need any aid” (51). By committing suicide, Quentin
becomes, in a sense, his father’s definition of a false Christ, who “was
not crucified: he was worn away by a minute clicking of little wheels”
(49). Christ did not transcend time, according to Quentin’s father, and
neither does Quentin: Time goes on with or without him, as the rest of
the novel pointedly reminds readers.

Even so, as Hunt claims, the narrative casts this nihilistic skepti-
cism as deeply troubling, and one cannot ignore the Easter service that
dominates the novel’s fourth and final section. Some have suggested
that such religious imagery merely reflects Faulkner’s region and era.
Faulkner himself, in one of his interviews at the University of Virginia,
explained that the religious culture of the South was “a part of [his]
background”: “It has nothing to do with how much of it I might believe
or disbelieve—it’s just there” (qtd. in Wilson 61). Even so, there is too
much of it, too carefully crafted, to be dismissed; in addition to set-
ting the novel during Holy Week, there are more direct allusions to the
Bible in The Sound and the Fury than in any of his other novels (Cof-
fee 129). The biblical references (direct and indirect) are deliberately
and insistently ambiguous in complex ways, functioning together as a
ghost that haunts this novel both formally and thematically.
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Readers whose ears are attuned to the KJV hear this long before the
narration of the actual Easter service. Leaving aside the direct allusions
to the Bible in the novel’s first three sections, the opening of the fourth
section exemplifies the more subtle ways in which the narrative voice
in The Sound and the Fury is often haunted by the KJV. First, note the
biblical keywords, dust and flesh, in the opening sentence: “The day
dawned bleak and chill, a moving wall of gray light out of the northeast
which, instead of dissolving into moisture, seemed to disintegrate into
minute and venomous particles, like dust that, when Dilsey opened the
door of the cabin and emerged, needled laterally into her flesh” (165).
The commas give a visible marker of the slow, biblical pace of the sen-
tence. To use dust as a simile for rain might seem paradoxical (dry as
wet), except in the context of the biblical sense of mortality implied by
both rain (the rain in Genesis 7 brings death to those not on Noah’s ark;
also, the rain is “venomous,” suggestive of the serpent whose treachery
led to the curse of death) and dust: “for dust thou art, and unto dust
shalt thou return” (Gen. 3:19).

Second, note the mythic depiction of a rather mundane morning.
The rain conjures images of death; as the passage continues, concrete
images continue to serve, as they so often do in the KJV, to symbol-
ize grand abstractions: “as though muscle and tissue had been courage
or fortitude which the days or the years had consumed until only the
indomitable skeleton was left rising like a ruin or a landmark™ (165).
Similarly, the ground just outside the cabin door is not ground but
“earth,” and it suggests the mythic history of an enslaved people (not
unlike the Israelites), destitute “generations” whose unshod feet passed
there: “The earth immediately about the door was bare. It had a patina,
as though from the soles of bare feet in generations” (165).

One also finds, as in Absalom, the use of paired adjectives that create
the effect of cumulative enumeration: “muscle and tissue,” “courage or
fortitude,” “the days or the years,” and “a ruin or a landmark” (165).
The use of “and” in the following passage has a similar effect: “Dilsey
opened the door . . . and emerged. . . . She wore a stiff black straw hat
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perched upon her turban, and a maroon velvet cape with a border of
mangy and anonymous fur above a dress of purple silk, and she stood
in the door for a while with her myriad and sunken face lifted to the
weather, and one gaunt hand flac-soled as the belly of a fish” (165,
emphasis added). Here too, paired adjectives create a biblical sense of
cumulative enumeration: “mangy and anonymous,” and “myriad and
sunken.” Faulkner goes on to describe Dilsey as wearing a “gown . .
. in color regal and moribund™: here, the syntactical inversion “noun
+ adjective” in “color regal” (and in “hand flac-soled”) is a Hebra-
ism atypical in English but characteristically appearing in the KJV as a
“noun + of + noun” construction, such as “men of strength” rather than
“strong men” in Isaiah 5 (165).3

Again, however, all this is not to say that the opening of the fourth
section—TIet alone all of The Sound and the Fury, which is written in
four distinctly different styles—imitates or even sounds like the KJV.
Parts of the novel vaguely echo the KJV, sometimes more strongly,
sometimes less so. Many of these echoes might be missed if not for
the direct biblical allusions and thematic incorporation of southern re-
ligious culture. All of these elements, taken together, collectively haunt
the narrative in an ambiguous and often ambivalent way—troubling it
as an ancient, specifically premodern, opposition to the modern threat
of nihilistic skepticism that also troubles the narrative both formally
and thematically.

Unlike in Absalom, The Sound and the Fury includes characters
who choose wholeheartedly to disregard the law (metaphorically or
literally) in the name of something to do with honor and love—some-
thing vaguely to do with the Bible, the narrative suggests—characters
who have backbones. So Dilsey takes Benjy to her church despite her
daughter’s protests that this violates social codes of conduct concern-
ing race and (dis)ability. Dilsey’s response is that these unofficial codes
are in conflict with God and so cannot stand. The codes hold that Benjy
“aint good enough fer white church” because of his developmental dis-
ability, while a black church “aint good enough fer him” because of his
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race; this would leave no church for Benjy to attend, which outcome
Dilsey rejects: “de good Lawd dont keer whether he bright er not”
(181). She suggests God also does not care whether Benjy is white or
not—a brave position to take in 1920s Mississippi.

The sheriff to whom Jason turns at the end of the novel similarly
shows backbone. When Jason solicits the sheriff as “a commissioned
officer of the law” to help Jason track down his niece who has run
away with a large sum of money (which was meant for her upkeep but
has been embezzled by Jason), the sheriff refuses to help him: “You
drove that girl into running off, Jason. . . . And I have some suspicions
about who that money belongs to that I dont reckon I’ll ever know for
certain” (189). Jason specifically accuses the sheriff of flouting the law
by refusing to help: “This is not Russia, where just because he wears
a little metal badge, a man is immune to law” (189). Yet the sheriff
refuses nonetheless.

These characters implicitly undermine a Calvinistic insistence on
the utter depravity of all human beings, but the stronger thematic reso-
nance with the rest of the narrative is less theological than biblical:
They are faced with a biblical conflict between a “law ethic” and a
“love ethic,” and they must make a choice. They choose the latter, but
as in the Bible, even the heroes (such as David) are far from perfect.
Indeed, Faulkner’s stories on the whole seem most interested in the
imperfect, those for whom this kind of ethical choice is anything but a
foregone conclusion.

Inasmuch as the Bible may be said to haunt much of Faulkner’s
work, this suggests one of the many reasons why his stories have spo-
ken so powerfully to so many readers: A sense of the Bible as ghost—
as an archaic yet still vaguely prophetic text—became widespread in
the twentieth century and is still prevalent today. The ambiguous and
ambivalent echoes of the Bible in Faulkner’s narrative voice resonate
with various ways in which modern and even postmodern people wres-
tle with that ancient text. The gothic metaphor is useful because it helps
articulate Faulkner’s implicit reversal of the expected order of things:
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The Bible in his work is paradoxically and somewhat grotesquely
dead and not dead at the same time, at once premodern and modern.
Faulkner’s stories often insist that the Bible continues to speak to us,
whether or not we will listen to it, while also insisting that what the
Bible has to say to the modern world is anything but clear or simple.

1. The author would like to thank William Griffith, Curator and Director of Rowan
Oak, as well as his colleagues, Hannah McMahon and Caroline Croom, for their
generous assistance in making Faulkner’s personal Bible available for study.

2. Regarding this and other gothic similarities between Faulkner and Poe, see Sho-
ko Itoh’s “Poe, Faulkner, and Gothic America.”

3. See Hammond, 45-51.
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“A Summer of Wistaria”: 0ld Tales and Talking, Story,
and History in Absalom, Absalom!.

Hans H. Skei

Absalom, Absalom! (1936) is widely regarded as the greatest southern
novel and has long been seen as one of Faulkner’s most difficult and
complex narratives, taking language and storytelling to the limits of
achievement.! Absalom, Absalom! is a novel from which readers can
slowly re-create a continuous and chronological story so that it makes
sense and even then only to a certain extent. Readers must work with
the different narrators in an attempt to reach beneath and beyond all
secrets, gossip, hearsay, and unfinished narratives to see how the text
constitutes its meaning—and only then look for possible interpreta-
tions.

In its first chapters the novel appears to tell a story of which the
basic elements are parts of the mythical past of Jefferson and Yoknapa-
tawpha County. Quentin Compson has heard the story so often that he
hardly knows why he listens to it once more. Yet for various reasons he
is compulsively engaged in every aspect of the legend about Thomas
Sutpen. It is almost as if he has inherited some sort of responsibility for
everything that went wrong, perhaps because his grandfather, General
Compson, was Sutpen’s first and only friend in Jefferson. Then the nar-
rative changes. The reader joins Quentin and his roommate at Harvard,
Shreve McCannon, a few months after the events narrated in the open-
ing chapters.

Pure and simple storytelling, no matter how advanced and specula-
tive it may seem, comes to an end. It is replaced by speculation and
surmise and guesswork, with construction of what could have hap-
pened rather than reconstruction of what actually happened. History
must be given narrative form to be accessible, but the different and
subjective, not to say prejudiced, versions of Sutpen’s story in Absa-
lom, Absalom! must not be seen only as an attempt to “get it right.”
Nor is it just a worthwhile failure when it proves impossible to find all
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facts or to understand the motivations behind this or that act of courage
or cowardice. The novel, almost inadvertently, asks questions about
how the past can be anything but a fallible reconstruction in retrospect,
given narrative form and becoming a literary artifact. In the end, the
limitations of narrative, language, and storytelling seem clear when
it comes to conveying something simple, significant, and true. Yet the
novel and the story it tells finally undercut the doubts and misgivings
readers experience while reading.

Critics, such as Peter Brooks, either have called Faulkner’s tech-
nique “incredulous narration,”” or they have found that the author has
become a postmodernist writer, adding a metafictional level to all the
other layers of the text, when Quentin and Shreve have to speculate
and conjure up possible interpretations, since they lack information or
evidence (See McHale 8-11).2 Although it has not been applied to this
novel in any serious ways, modern theories of unnatural narration, un-
natural voices, and antimimetic narration may prove to be of some help
in the much needed study of who sees and who narrates, what they tell
and what they keep secret, and what is kept secret from them.*

Absalom, Absalom! is not only an intricate attempt to tell a complex
story of Sutpen’s design and his rise and ultimate fall. It is almost as
much Quentin Compson’s story. Given both its biblically allusive title
and references to and parallels with Greek tragedies, one must also
search beneath the problems of multiple and extremely subjective nar-
rators to investigate the sense of doom or destiny and even tragedy—
Sutpen’s as well as the South’s. The novel as a whole seems to indicate
that tragedy is inevitable, given the curse of slavery and the readiness
by almost everybody to enslave others. Blackness is a pervasive pres-
ence in this work—perhaps more so than in any other of Faulkner’s
books, with the possible exception of Go Down, Moses (1942).°> The
patriarchal structure of a society with strong traditions and conserva-
tive values, and the very limited and insignificant role women are al-
lowed to play within such a structure, is of great importance in almost
all aspects of the events to which readers slowly and fragmentarily
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gain access. All these matters have been approached by other critics,
and most of them have been treated with great intelligence.® Yet the
little awareness of who tells what (and who knows what at which point
in the long span of time the novel covers) reduces the value of many
analyses and interpretations.

Despite the multiple narrators and the apparent authority given to
Quentin as narrator from chapter six onward, readers must ask how it
is possible to reduce (or deauthorize) the eyewitness account of Miss
Rosa, and should question or at least problematize the reliability of
Mr. Compson’s part of the storytelling. Mr. Compson is at least one
remove from the story as it happened and has been told what he knows
by his father, who had some of the information from Sutpen himself.
When Quentin changes from listener to teller, from narratee to narra-
tor, he has some fresh knowledge that Miss Rosa has been instrumental
in providing, but otherwise he is at a great distance in time and space
from what took place at Sutpen’s Hundred. Since this temporal dis-
tance is clearly problematic, readers must pay close attention to the
distribution of narrative voice and to the comments, direct and indirect,
by the outside narrator who appears as a voice and a force that set
the principles of the whole narrative and distribute narrative authority
among the four narrators of the Sutpen story. Even when one of these
narrators speculates or surmises, textual commentary on what stories
are made of, abound:

We have a few old mouth-to-mouth tales; we exhume from old trunks
and boxes and drawers letters without salutation or signature, in which
men and women who once lived and breathed are now merely initials or
nicknames out of some now incomprehensible affection which sound to
us like Sanskrit or Chocktaw; we see dimly people, the people in whose
living blood and seed we ourselves lay dormant and waiting, in this shad-
owy attenuation of time possessing now heroic proportions, performing
their acts of simple passion and simple violence, impervious to time and
inexplicable. (44 80)
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These words are spoken by Mr. Compson, to whom the whole Sutpen
story is incredible. As for Miss Rosa, Mr. Compson distrusts her nar-
rative but also insists that women lead beautiful lives. Rosa Coldfield
is central in the events that lead up to the final revelations at Sutpen’s
Hundred, and she is also the only one who knew Sutpen and many, if
not all, aspects of life at the plantation. She has been a burden on the
genteel families in Jefferson but also a kind of hereditary obligation
for them, which explains why she can summon Quentin Compson and
ask him to take her out to the ruined mansion at Sutpen’s Hundred. Her
narrative is doubted or set aside by the other narrators who have less
firsthand knowledge than she does, possibly because she is a woman
in a patriarchal society or because she is one of the many hysteric un-
married women in Faulkner’s fiction. She opens the novel as its first
narrator and is introduced by the outside narrator in the dim and dusty
room that her father called the office. She brings the Sutpen mystery to
conclusion even if many elements of the Sutpen story still seem incon-
clusive. The letter about her death frames the Quentin/Shreve section
of the novel, and in the 160 pages that intervene between the open-
ing and the closure of the letter, the pervasive smell of wisteria may
well be felt by the reader all the time. There are many references to
her “summer of wistaria”—Faulkner’s spelling—in the past as well as
in the present of the narrative. The distance between the “summer of
wistaria”—the hot September days in Mississippi—and the iron cold
winter air in the North hints at an almost impossible distance in under-
standing people, ways of life, and society itself from both the outside
and such distance. Quentin may need his roommate as a corrective to
the story he tells, but the deeper layers in the Sutpen story seem to slip
away from Shreve. On the other hand, Quentin may need the distance
and the exile to see his home and the people closest to him in a new
and different light from when he was summoned to Miss Rosa’s house.
There he is forced to listen to her version of the story of Thomas Sut-
pen, whom she can only refer to as “the demon.” Later, he takes her
out to the decaying plantation house at Sutpen’s Hundred to add to
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everything he has been told and experienced as a young boy. He may
possibly even find the ultimate key to a story that in the end leaves so
much to the reader to try to piece together to make sense.

Readers should not shift emphasis completely from the others, who
are allowed to tell their version of parts of the Sutpen story in the novel.
The novel’s four different narrative voices and the characters behind
them—indeed everything in the text—are transmitted by an outside
narrator. This narrator is not to be equated with the author himself,
although experienced readers of Faulkner’s novels may well hear the
master’s voice above and beyond the stories read or heard. Thus, even
if the novel, to an unusual extent, also makes use of listeners, readers,
and narratees (those to whom a story is directed or told) who later try
to reconstruct the story they have been told, I would not go as far as
Peter Brooks. He claims that “the voice of the reader has evicted all
other voices from the text” (304). What is clear in Brooks’s analysis,
and touched upon by other critics, including Joseph R. Urgo and Noel
Polk, is the importance of metafictional elements in the book—that
is, instances where the text comments on itself as narrative, as writ-
ing, as storytelling. The reader’s active participation in the creation of
the text cannot be overlooked, and the many comments on storytell-
ing itself—in combination with letters, inscriptions on gravestones,
and different remembrances of a past that cannot really be recaptured
or reconstructed—are all metafictional elements that may contribute
greatly to understanding the text.

Faulkner admitted that this novel had been particularly difficult to
write, and he also more or less confessed that there were problems in
the text that he had not thought through and to which readers could
never expect to find “correct” answers (Faulkner in the University
281). He admitted this when answering questions more than twenty
years after the book’s publication, and he actually went on to specu-
late further on the motives behind some of the curious actions and ac-
tivities in the novel. But he always insisted that Absalom, Absalom!
is Sutpen’s story: “The story of a man who wanted a son and got too
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many, got so many that they destroyed him” (71). He admitted, cau-
tiously, however, that it is also “the story of Quentin Compson’s hatred
of the bad qualities in the country he loves” (71). Asked almost the
same question later, Faulkner still insisted that the novel tells Sutpen’s
story, but he added a few remarks regarding Quentin’s contribution in
the novel that are both telling and revelatory with regard to the other
narrators: “Every time any character gets into a book, no matter how
minor, he’s actually telling his biography—that’s all anyone ever does,
he tells his own biography, talking about himself, in a thousand differ-
ent terms, but himself” (275).

Before discussing the narrative complexities of the book, a brief
outline of what has so far been referred to as Sutpen’s story may be
useful. Thomas Sutpen suddenly turns up in Jefferson, Mississippi, in
1833. He has a horse, two pistols, the clothes he wears, and apparently
nothing else. Later readers learn that he was born in the mountains of
western Virginia in 1807 and that as a young boy he had been turned
away from the front door of a plantation house by a black man and told
to enter by the back door. He makes up his mind to settle things by
having his own mansion and becoming a wealthy man. He happens to
hear of plantations and get-rich-quick schemes in the Caribbean, and it
is from Haiti he returns in 1833. Somehow he gets the deed to an enor-
mous piece of land from an Indian chief and then brings in a French
architect and a wild group of Haitian slaves. An enormous mansion
is built on the plantation known now as Sutpen’s Hundred. He mar-
ries Ellen Coldfield, who bears him two children, Henry and Judith,
but he also has a black daughter, Clytie. Henry becomes close friends
with a young man who seems a little old to begin his studies, Charles
Bon, and brings him home to Sutpen’s Hundred to visit. Nothing actu-
ally seems to happen, but Judith and Charles are soon engaged. This is
where the past is not even past, but an active ingredient in the present:
Charles is Sutpen’s son with his first wife Eulalia, who was from Haiti
and may have a drop of black blood.
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Then the Civil War begins in 1861, and Thomas Sutpen, Henry,
and Charles join the Confederate army. They all survive the war, but
Henry kills Charles at the gate to Sutpen’s Hundred when they return
home, and then Henry disappears. Ellen has died during the war, and
her much younger sister, Rosa Coldfield, has lived in the house to take
care of her niece, Judith, who is older than she is. Sutpen makes such
an indecent proposition to Rosa that she leaves immediately. Sutpen
tries to save what can be salvaged from a plantation now in ruins and
is helped by his overseer, Wash Jones, until Wash also experiences the
ultimate humiliation from his master and kills him in 1869. The story is
carried forward and told and retold in the late summer of 1909, as the
novel begins, in the midst of a pervading smell from the wisteria vine
blooming for the second time that particular summer. The story comes
to a climactic end some weeks later. The narration concludes a little
later, in January of 1910, as Quentin receives a letter from his father
regarding Miss Rosa’s death.

This could be a simple, dramatic, and perhaps even melodramatic
story, but it has the elements of high tragedy, with a grand design and
heroic efforts to create a fortune and a dynasty. These ambitions mo-
tivate a man whose innocence and belief in his own strength and will
are without limits. Quentin’s grandfather insists that Sutpen’s “trouble
was innocence” (44 179) and elaborates on that innocence later on,
“that innocence which believed that the ingredients of morality were
like the ingredients of pie or cake and once you had measured them
and balanced them and mixed them and put them into the oven it was
all finished and nothing but pie or cake could come out” (211-12). Ac-
cordingly, Sutpen does not ask of his first and only friend, Quentin’s
grandfather, where he did wrong, since he does not think in such terms,
but rather “where did I make the mistake in it [his design]” (212). He
must ask others where he made his mistake, because he cannot pos-
sibly understand what went wrong, since he had a design and carried
it out according to plan, using the courage he knew he had and the
shrewdness he acquired as he went along. So where is his tragic flaw
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to be found—in some weakness of character, bad luck, or his blind ac-
ceptance of a system that had imbedded within it the curse of slavery?

Readers should be reluctant to use the word “tragedy” in literary
criticism, particularly when dealing with a novel. Yet even the Greek
tragedies can be said to be little more than sad stories of common-
wealths and kings, and even in the most perfect of them, Sophocles’s
Oedipus the King (ca. 429 BCE; English translation, 1715), almost
nothing happens except messengers coming and going. Everything has
already occurred and so is past and must be rethought, reconstructed,
and reinvestigated in an attempt to find where it all went wrong. Fate or
destiny may have little to do with it, and in the case of Thomas Sutpen,
he may not even be aware of such terms, even though three generations
of male Compsons may philosophize over them.

“Tragedy” is relevant as a term for people of high standing, to allow
for a fall from on high. Does Thomas Sutpen fill such a role? Yes and
no. Faulkner himself said that Sutpen wanted to show that he “could
make himself a king and raise a line of princes” (Faulkner in the Uni-
versity 98).” The author also reminds readers that Sutpen had a grand
design (and should in no ways be compared with the base ways of a
Flem Snopes) and that he was close to getting it realized. The design
was within his reach, but something in his past that he thought was
settled caught up with him and created a situation that comes as close
to “tragedy” as modern literature can expect to achieve.® Dreams of a
dynasty, a grand design, built on the sins of the past and infested by
incest, fratricide, miscegenation—this is material for high tragedy or,
in the hand of a lesser artist, for a gothic novel—which Absalom, Absa-
lom! to a certain extent is.’

In the volume on Absalom, Absalom! in the Reading Faulkner series,
Urgo and Polk present a useful glossary and commentary on this text,
now and then also offering interpretive help or at least suggestions and
speculations regarding inconsistencies and even inadequate motivation
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or explanation for actions and events. They begin by explaining and
discussing the title (a quote from 2 Samuel 18:33 in the Bible), one
that they struggle to apply to Sutpen and his sons. Most remarkable is
their reference to critic Bernice Schrank, who in a 1975 article called
the novel’s title the first “authorial contribution to the text,” noting it as
“distinct from the four narrators” (qtd. in Urgo and Polk 3). Fortunate-
ly, the commentators take this to mean that there is a narrator working
in the novel who is not one of the novel’s characters, a point really too
obvious to deserve mention. They also find that “the fourth narrator is
apparent from the novel’s opening but may be recognized as intrusive
for the first time at 7:4” (Urgo and Polk 3)—referring to the sentences
“Without regret, Miss Rosa Coldfield says—(Save by her) Yes, save by
her. (And by Quentin Compson) Yes. And by Quentin Compson” (A4 5).
This is all bewildering. Absalom, Absalom! is not a novel where autho-
rial intrusion or intervention is a part of the narrative system.

Though Urgo and Polk talk about an outside narrator, that narrator
is the fifth, not the fourth. The discrepancy may relate to the fact that
some critics see Shreve as a listener or a narratee, a sounding board for
Quentin’s compulsive and existentially important storytelling. There
is little reason to reduce Shreve’s function. Even if he always retells
and also revises what Quentin already has told, he is still an active nar-
rative voice, who, innocently or unaware, also comments on the very
story material and the way it is narrated through his questions and his
attempts at being funny, using ridicule and irony, when the South is
beyond even his imagination.

Valuable and incisive comments on the narrative mode in the novel
are given by Urgo and Polk when they discuss the whole italicized pas-
sage leading up to the quote above. Some of the questions they raise
are related to the thematic interpretation, but more important, they
suggest that the intruding voice in this passage may be the narrator’s.
This seems absolutely correct, but then they move on to speculate that
it might be Shreve’s voice (Urgo and Polk 8-9). Readers should be
cautious and think twice about seeing the first chapters of the book as
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something they definitely are not—part of the narrative give and take
that much later takes place between Quentin and Shreve, far removed
from the summer of wisteria and the home state that Quentin loves, not
because of its virtues, but despite its faults and shortcomings.!?

The narrative clearly and decisively changes gears when chapter six
introduces Shreve and Quentin in their room at Harvard. This chapter
breaks completely with the narrative pace and tone in the preceding
one, which is Miss Rosa’s long and winding tale about her life at Sut-
pen’s Hundred after she was fetched there by Wash Jones immediately
after Henry’s killing of Charles Bon. Readers might even hold that the
narrative mode changes so much that the novel is in two parts: five
chapters of storytelling by Miss Rosa and Mr. Compson in their own
voices, within a framework of commentary, evaluation, interpretation,
and speculation by the outside narrator, before all the elements of the
Sutpen story later are told, retold, and added to by Quentin and Shreve
and by factual knowledge not divulged in the early chapters. But the
novel must be seen as a whole and then the differences appear much
smaller, as the text deals with the same story material in reiterated at-
tempts to understand. Little by little the reader gets to know what hap-
pened but must read the text closely and reflect on which questions the
text invites, which questions it permits, and which questions it seems
to oppose or to resist. Readers notice how the many versions of the
Sutpen story reflect each teller’s interest and involvement in it and may
be tempted to feel free to create their own versions. Even if this is what
all readers do in some manner or other, literary critics have to stick
closely to the text and carry out the reflexive reading that this novel in
particular undertakes.

The transition from chapter five to chapter six in the book dem-
onstrates the changes in narrative technique and signals a departure
from relatively straight storytelling and attempts at reconstruction to
construction, guesswork, conjecture, and speculation. The change can
be seen at work on many levels. The student friends at the newly estab-
lished university in Oxford, Mississippi, in the late 1850s, Henry and
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Charles have their doubles in Quentin and Shreve at Harvard in 1909.
They are some fifty years and a long spatial distance apart, but they are
still parallel and, some critics undoubtedly would say, convey the same
homoerotic overtones. The setting moves from a room penetrated by
the smell of wisteria to a strange room with “a strange lamplit table in
Cambridge” with its “strange iron New England snow” (44 141). But
on this table, lying on an open textbook, is the letter from Quentin’s
father, dated Jan 10, 1910. “Attenuated” (one of Faulkner’s favorite
words) up from Mississippi, the letter carries with it “that dead sum-
mer twilight—the wistaria, the cigar-smell, the fireflies” (141). The
scene has changed and the narrative register is dramatically different
from the earlier chapters, but these aspects must be seen as necessary
tools to get a complex story told and, finally, to make it signify.

A final note on the narrative complexities of Absalom, Absalom!:
Urgo and Polk find in the text “a narrative instability that the reader
must tolerate to be able to read the novel with any understanding” (9).
They find passages that warn “against looking for and finding a stable
narrative voice,” and they find that the narrators, who are so obsessed
with the Sutpen story, not only regret “the legacy of slavery and rac-
ism, but the epistemological legacy which undermines all things stable
and renders history unrecoverable” (9). This is a good point, but once
again Faulkner attempts the impossible and, by another “splendid fail-
ure” in this novel (Faulkner in the University 77), gets his story told,
if only indecisively and through circumvention. Miss Rosa (no doubt
helped by the outside narrator in choice of words, rhythm, and under-
standing) reflects on memory and her reflections become yet another
comment on the text to which she contributes:

That is the substance of remembering—sense, sight, smell: the muscles
with which we see and hear and feel—not mind, not thought: there is no
such thing as memory: the brain recalls just what the muscles grope for:
no more, no less: and its resultant sum is usually incorrect and false and
worthy only of the name of dream. (44 115)
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Absalom, Absalom! is written in a language that oscillates between
beautiful, lyrical passages and intensely dramatic episodes in which
movement, speed, and violent action are described. In between are
long sections of self-conscious narration, often filled with symbols and
literary references, in cynical or slightly desperate and hollow words.
Since some facts obviously can be established whereas other elements
cannot be accounted for or explained, the central narrative voice be-
comes that of an inquisitive investigator, always asking questions,
brooding, wondering, thinking—and so it is in the deep structure of the
novel’s linguistic and narrative order that “truth” may be sought after,
no matter how elusive it is.

Absalom, Absalom! is a novel, a fictional account, a work of art,
and as such it offers a profound search for connections, causes, expla-
nations, and motivations for the rise and fall of a family in the South
before, during, and after the Civil War. It tells the story of Thomas
Sutpen’s rise from rags to riches but involves so many other people
that it must be seen as the story of a family and, in many ways, as a
condensed version of certain aspects of southern history.

As seen already, the author himself always insisted that Absalom,
Absalom! is the story of Thomas Sutpen and his “design.” Faulkner
apparently thought of Sutpen as a pitiable human being because he was
ruthless and self-centered, not really a member of the human family.
In the novel and in many critical discussions of it, Sutpen’s innocence
has a central place. What does it mean that he was and remained inno-
cent even after all the vicious and outlandish things he did? The ques-
tion points to Sutpen’s conviction that he could get what he wanted if
he was strong enough and wanted it enough. He had the courage and
the determination and shrewdness he knew was required to realize his
grand design, but he did not at all understand his fellow human beings.
It is a simplification to think in terms of the American Dream, and it
is beyond the mark to think in philosophical terms such as the “will
to power” or the like. Sutpen is innocent, and perhaps even amoral,
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since he cannot see that he ever did anything wrong. Thus, he remains
perplexed about why his design failed, backfiring on him, and about
what he had done wrong. His innocence probably also gave him cour-
age, first as a boy of fourteen to leave the country to become rich and
later as a soldier during the war. Innocence and a limitless belief in his
own capacities go hand in hand not only to create out of nothing an
enormous mansion on a hundred square miles of land but also to be
heedless and commit wrongs to which his innocence blinds him. He
built his house and laid the groundwork for a dynasty on sand, doing
as other planters but on a bigger scale. He had to lose it all because his
empire was built on a system that could not and should not be allowed
to last.

Sutpen’s design is carried out as a kind of revenge on those whose
house he was not allowed to enter by the front door as a young boy. It is
not a joke from fate or blind destiny when his downfall also is a result
of revenge—that of his son Charles, either because Sutpen has not ac-
cepted him fully or because Charles wants to avenge his mother, whom
Sutpen had paid off. Miss Rosa and Quentin, who both “regret” much
about Sutpen, seem to want revenge in subtler ways. Thus, they try
to come to grips with the legacy that he has left them in the twentieth
century and that still threatens to ruin their lives.

With its fragmentary and investigative narrative by characters with nu-
merous preconceived ideas about Sutpen, Absalom, Absalom! excels in
rumors, gossip, assumptions, and guesses about his life and his grand
design. More than just a great plantation, Sutpen’s design required rec-
ognition and respectability—something that money normally will not
buy and something that he never obtained. In Miss Rosa’s eyes he was
never a gentleman and could never become one. If her story is to be
trusted, the respectability he tried to achieve by marrying her much
older sister, Ellen, is of no significance. Miss Rosa is probably the least
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reliable of the many unreliable narrators in the novel, but she contrib-
utes with a personal and intimate knowledge of the Sutpen story that
none of the other narrators can provide. The attempts at reconstruct-
ing the past finally demonstrate how impossible it is to reach exact
and trustworthy knowledge, even about one single individual, and as a
whole, the novel shows how unreliable memory is, how subjective any
narrative of past events tends to become.

There are certain objective facts also about Sutpen’s life—facts that
are the same in all the versions of his story—birth and marriage and
death, events from the Civil War, tombstones marking the beginning
and end of life and the grief, true or false, of the bereaved. Even if there
may be small discrepancies—even between the novel proper and the
added “Genealogy”—these facts are shared by the narrators, but they
provide a framework for interpretation and speculation where the facts
are of little help. Despite the outside narrator’s deliberate withhold-
ing of crucial information—what Quentin learned when he and Miss
Rosa went out to Sutpen’s Hundred in September 1909—Quentin and
Shreve have as much of a complete story about Thomas Sutpen as it
seems possible to have. So, even if they must resort to conjecture and
speculation about what might have happened, this is where the novel
comes to a close. Nothing more will be told, but readers should be well
equipped to reflect on what they have read and should be aware of who
has told them what.

Particular attention should be paid to Miss Rosa’s narrative, since
what she tells is refuted and even discarded by other narrators, notably
by Mr. Compson and Quentin. Shreve, in his turn, mostly jokes about
her and the way Quentin has obeyed her wishes. Miss Rosa is in fact
one of the most pitiable characters in the novel, and her precarious
position, both in relation to the Sutpen story and to the narrative as a
whole, deserves closer scrutiny. She remembers a summer of wisteria
when she was fourteen, and this summer is repeated and intensified in
a new summer when the wisteria vine blossoms for the second time
outside the window of her house. One might hold that the smell of
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wisteria follows the whole narrative and is brought into the “iron cold”
New England winter both with the letter to Quentin from his father
and, indelibly, in Quentin’s memory and troubled existence. Miss Rosa
also plays a significant part in the overall structure of the novel. Not
only do readers hear her story first, but it is really her initiative that
gets the whole story going—the summoning of Quentin first to tell him
a story that he already knows most of, but also to join her on a trip to
Sutpen’s Hundred in order to lay the past to rest by finding the “ghost”
living there. In fact, Rosa Coldfield suggests that the story she can tell
is material suitable for stories and maybe even a book:

So maybe you will enter the literary profession as so many Southern gen-
tlemen and gentlewomen too are doing now and maybe some day you will
remember this and write about it. . . . Perhaps you will even remember
kindly then the old woman who made you spend a whole afternoon sitting
indoors and listening while she talked about people and events you were
fortunate enough to escape yourself when you wanted to be out among

young friends of your own age. (44 5)

Absalom, Absalom! is a difficult book to read, and it offers the reader
serious challenges on almost all levels. It is very much a southern nov-
el. By indirection and along byways it depicts a way of life and a social
system’s destruction almost from within, despite what the Civil War
brought about. Nonetheless, the novel also shows admirable qualities
in men and women, white and black. Courage, compassion, and endur-
ance in Faulkner’s world are qualities so important that less admirable
character traits are overlooked. Somehow the South seems impossible
to understand, even for Quentin, the young southern gentleman study-
ing at Harvard, who has inherited the burden of southern history and
struggles to cope with it as it becomes part and parcel of his personal
problems, too. For Shreve McCannon the South is beyond compre-
hension, but his attempts at understanding are important in order to
reconstruct as much as possible of what Quentin knows of the Sutpen
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story. However, Shreve will never come to understand that there exists
something more, beneath or above, racism, slavery, and injustice. The
vices of the South are abundantly clear, but the values and strengths es-
cape the Canadian. This is why he, in the final paragraphs of the novel,
has a question to ask of his roommate:

“Now I want you to tell me just one thing more. Why do you hate the
South?”

“I dont hate it,” Quentin said, quickly, at once, immediately; “I dont
hate it,” he said. I dont hate it he thought, panting in the cold air, the iron
New England dark: 7 dont. I dont! I dont hate it! I dont hate it! (A4 303)

Perhaps this novel tells readers that they must get away from the sen-
timental summers of wisteria to be able to see what happened in the
South in a clearer light and with a new perspective. It also indicates,
however, that it will always be difficult for someone who is not deeply
rooted in the soil and traditions of the South ever to understand what
happened there and, as in the case with Thomas Sutpen’s rise and fall,
seems to have happened with tragic and inevitable necessity.

Absalom, Absalom! demonstrates fully the old saying that it takes a
lot of history to create a little fiction. The book narrates a tragic story
about Thomas Sutpen and his, and a whole region’s, legacy of injus-
tice, inequality, slavery and an understanding of race and class that
proves wholly destructive. To Quentin Compson, history is what hurts,
and the burden of southern history has never been given better fictional
representation than in this novel.

1. All references to the novel come from Absalom, Absalom!: The Corrected Text
(1986), and the book’s title is abbreviated “AA” for in-text citations.

2. Rosa Coldfield talks about “the raging and incredulous recounting” in the novel
itself (44 130).
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3. Idiscuss the validity of McHale’s arguments in “The Function of Metafictional
Elements in William Faulkner’s Fiction” in Faulkner and Other Southern Writ-
ers (41-48).

4. For a useful introduction to the study of “unnatural narration” see Richardson.
“Unnatural narration” in general refers to postmodern experimental narratives,
in particular those narrated in ways that break completely with conventions or
traditions of the novel. In many ways it is similar to theories of metafiction but
takes them many steps further, insisting that structuralist narratology does not
account for everything found in avant-garde fictions.

5. This is the subject of a well-written article by Thadious M. Davis, included in
Hobson. “Blackness” is central in many of Faulkner’s novels but is of little or no
significance in at least half of them.

6. The most helpful casebook on this novel is Hobson’s.
Discussed at some length in Faulkner and Other Southern Writers 44—45.

8. For an early but still valid and valuable discussion of Absalom, Absalom! in rela-
tion to the tragic experience, see Cleanth Brooks.

9. Millgate comments on some of the gothic elements in the novel, comparing it
with Jane Eyre and The House of the Seven Gables (162—64).

10. This corresponds to Faulkner’s conclusion of “Mississippi,” his fictional essay

about his home state: “you dont love because: you love despite; not for the vir-
tues, but despite the faults” (Essays 43).
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Faulkner and Film: The 1950s Melodramas
D. Matthew Ramsey

Back in the early 1980s as an eager undergraduate English major in-
terested in the works of William Shakespeare, I often found myself de-
fending the practice, and the value, of analyzing and discussing films
based on Shakespeare’s plays to my skeptical peers and some wary
literature professors. After all, as I had come to understand it, every
performance of Shakespeare was an interpretation, each performance
of a play (including a filmed version) offered many different interpre-
tations, and this multiplicity was an important part of the beauty and
timelessness of Shakespeare. I was fascinated by Roman Polanski’s
brutal Macbeth (1971); Laurence Olivier’s Freudian Hamlet (1948)
and his colorful, “meta” and patriotic Henry V (1944); and Franco
Zeffirelli’s sensitive, lyrical Romeo and Juliet (1968)—all the while
recognizing how each altered, added, or eliminated elements of Shake-
speare’s originals. Also, I believed that some of my fellow students and
professors were being overly conservative. Did they not realize there is
no agreement about the “authentic” versions of Shakespeare’s plays?
Had these people not heard of the “death of the author”? Or Stephen
Greenblatt, New Historicism, and the emphasis on context instead
of originating “genius”? Because of my love for film and what I was
learning in certain classrooms, I was less prone than some to privilege
the written word over the cinematic text, a combination that gave rise
to what became the principle fascination of my academic life: the rich-
ness of the relationship between literature and film.

My high-minded ideals were soon tested, however, when I started
graduate school and was drawn to the study of another canonical au-
thor, William Faulkner. It took me a long time to figure out that I could
pursue my interests in Faulkner and film simultaneously. My initial
exploration of the overlap was less than promising. The only films I
had seen connected to Faulkner were a couple of those he helped How-
ard Hawks write while working in Hollywood: 7o Have and Have Not
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(1944) and The Big Sleep (1946). Faulkner criticism at that time was
of little help. The only sustained academic works on Faulkner and ad-
aptation were Bruce F. Kawin’s Faulkner and Film (1977) and Gene
D. Phillips’s Fiction, Film, and Faulkner (1988), and most of the films
they discussed were not available on VHS. (Some of the films remain
unavailable on DVD.") What little criticism there was on adaptations of
Faulkner’s works was often dismissive of film versions of Faulkner’s
novels and short stories, particularly the canonical ones.

When [ finally managed to catch a late-night showing of Martin
Ritt’s 1959 color, CinemaScope version of The Sound and the Fury,
all of my prior open-mindedness about film versions interpreting a lit-
erary text went out the window. I Aated it. I saw no value in the film
and could not imagine suggesting we watch the film in the Faulkner
seminar I was then taking. I cannot blame this reaction entirely on
Kawin and Phillips, though they did not help matters any. Kawin, a
film scholar by training, was one of the first critics to make note of the
cinematic elements of Faulkner’s literary output, and to suggest that
film was fully capable of capturing the “spirit” of Faulkner’s work. His
assessment of the Jerry Wald—produced The Sound and the Fury holds
the film accountable for falling short of that potential:

It is one thing to feel, like Hawks, that a film ought to tell a story clearly
and in chronological order, and another to have the talent to do that job
well. In the case of Jerry Wald, such conservatism could become obnox-
ious (as well as pretentious and low-brow) when coupled with what was
at times an extraordinary lack of artistic and commercial intelligence. . . .
The husband-and-wife team of Irving Ravetch and Harriet Frank, Jr. [the
screenwriters | —apparently had some kind of respect for Faulkner’s work.
. .. But they shared with Wald his initial assumption that the only part of
The Sound and the Fury that could be brought or was worth bringing to the
screen was its plot. And they did a poor job in even that department. (21)
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Phillips is a bit more understated and measured, but it is clear that he also
regarded the film as insufficient: “Though some film reviewers found
the positive outcome of the film [its happy ending] touching, it is no
match for the Faulkner original” (161). Other than some tepid newspa-
per reviews, this was about all of the critical work on the film then avail-
able. No one was writing about it from a film-studies perspective—it
was several years more before people began to see director Martin Ritt
as worthy of sustained analysis. The Sound and the Fury was essentially
a film lost to both Faulkner criticism and to film criticism.

At age twenty-five I lamented, much like Kawin, the failure of ar-
tistic ambition to try to replicate or to approximate the intricate narra-
tive structure, psychological complexity, and fragmentation found in
Faulkner’s 1929 modernist masterpiece. My training in literary narra-
tive theory and modernism made such an oversight seem fatal. Point-
of-view, focalization, unreliable narration, mythical and literary allu-
sions—all felt inadequately addressed. Despite my interest in film, the
“commercial” versus “artistic” chasm seemed unbridgeable when it
came to the adaptation of The Sound and the Fury. As Martin Halliwell
notes, “William Faulkner offers a classic illustration of the stand-off
between the US film industry and literary modernism,” in large part
because Faulkner’s more experimental works are seemingly incompat-
ible with “the dominant tenets of classical Hollywood film—seamless
worlds, linear narratives, a stable hierarchy of characters, humanist
ideology, and tidy resolutions” (91).

Lacking much knowledge of classical Hollywood cinema and stu-
dio-era history, particularly of the 1950s, I also had relatively little
knowledge of stars Joanne Woodward, Margaret Leighton, and Ethel
Waters. [ knew Yul Brynner as Pharaoh Rameses, a gunfighter in black,
or the king of Siam, characters that did not seem compatible with Jason
Compson. My favorite character from the novel, Quentin, was miss-
ing, and his “equivalent”—an alcoholic, middle-aged Uncle Howard
(played by John Beal)—was for a young viewer no substitute for the
novel’s tortured, suicidal college student. Finally, the machinations
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necessary to provide a “satisfying” resolution by suggesting a future
romantic relationship between the film’s Quentin (Woodward, playing
Caddy’s daughter) and Jason (who in the film is not related to Quentin
by blood) seemed ludicrous. Just as my attitude toward Shakespeare
adaptations reflected the dual training I received as an undergraduate
(with a literature major and a film studies minor), my graduate school
training in Faulkner criticism and narrative theory shaped my some-
what cynical, skeptical response to film adaptations of Faulkner’s
works. It was not until I started intensive film work focused on cultural
studies and adaptation studies that I began to see value in putting the
literary and filmic Faulkner in dialogue.

Nearly thirty years after my undergraduate experiences, I have no-
ticed that the vast majority of students in my university courses have
no idea who Faulkner even is, or why they should be studying him.
Sometimes, a description of “A Rose for Emily” will ring a bell, and
maybe one or two will have read one of the other oft-anthologized
short stories, such as “Barn Burning,” “Dry September,” or “Spotted
Horses.” If my students have had experience with a Faulkner novel, it
is typically one they found particularly inaccessible—usually As I Lay
Dying (1930) or The Sound and the Fury (1929). This experience en-
sured no further exploration would occur. I have long thought that the
initial challenge when it comes to teaching Faulkner is to give students
a point of entry, a context that allows them to see the accessibility of a
notoriously difficult author. That notoriety offered a starting point for
me that I can no longer take for granted.

The momentary blip of Oprah Winfrey’s 2005 “Summer of Faulkner”
aside, in the early years of the twenty-first century, Faulkner’s work
has rarely made it into the mainstream of American culture. An attitude
of fear, and perhaps avoidance, toward Faulkner’s texts remains. As
high school and college teachers clamor to show the latest Hollywood-
izations of Jane Austen and Shakespeare—and even other “tough”
authors such as Henry James and fellow modernists Virginia Woolf
and F. Scott Fitzgerald—in order to get their students to “engage,” few
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educators seem interested in doing the same for Faulkner. The possible
reasons for this are numerous: canonical dead white male; southerner;
conflicted attitudes toward race, gender, and sexuality; and expand-
ing curricula that is less “elitist” about including popular culture in the
classroom. The assumption there is that Faulkner has had little to do
with popular culture, and is squarely located in the “Literature” with
a capital “L” camp. As such, his works have often been crowded out
of the pedagogical marketplace by more contemporary, “accessible,”
or multicultural alternatives. Yet such logic ignores Faulkner’s own
engagement with popular-culture forms, and the beauty and complex-
ity of his literary and film output—factors that make him particularly
worth teaching in the current climate.

Developments on the media horizon may offer exciting new oppor-
tunities for popular engagement with Faulkner’s works. In November
of 2011, a deal between HBO, the William Faulkner Literary Estate,
and Deadwood and NYPD Blue showrunner David Milch was an-
nounced, an arrangement that includes the television rights to nineteen
Faulkner novels and 125 short stories.? Less than a year later, in August
of 2012, it was announced that James Franco would be producing and
directing, on location in Mississippi, a Hollywood adaptation of Wil-
liam Faulkner’s 1930 novel 4s I Lay Dying.

The prospect of a new intersection of Faulkner and popular culture
can beckon us to explore other facets of a career that was rich in such
intersections. Faulkner worked as a screenwriter in Hollywood inter-
mittently throughout the 1930s, 1940s, and early 1950s, his career in
film fading just as his literary reputation was being cemented. His last
screen credit was on the Howard Hawks epic Land of the Pharaohs
(1955), which disappointed at the box office; he won the Nobel Prize
for Literature in 1949 and Pulitzer Prizes for A Fable in 1954 and The
Reivers in 1962.

Thus, for a period of the 1950s, Faulkner was arguably the hot Hol-
lywood film and television property (perhaps rivaled only by Tennes-
see Williams), not as a screenwriter, but as a source of material to be
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adapted. Despite his lionization as a literary great, during the 1950s,
Faulkner was arguably most familiar to the general public through the
Hollywood and television adaptations being made of his novels and
short stories. Several weekly television drama series, including Lux
Video Theatre, Camera Three, Playwrights '56, and Climax!, regu-
larly aired hour-long programs (“telefilms”) based on literary works.
According to Internet Movie Database, television programs based on
Faulkner properties that aired between 1952 and 1956 as part of these
series included adaptations of “Honor,” “Smoke,” “Barn Burning,”
“An Error in Chemistry,” “Knight’s Gambit,” The Sound and the Fury,
As I Lay Dying, “The Brooch,” and “Shall Not Perish.” (Like so many
programs from the early years of television, these are nearly all lost.)
In addition to Faulkner’s television presence, during the late 1950s,
three major studio Hollywood adaptations of Faulkner works were re-
leased in quick succession—T7The Tarnished Angels (1957), The Long,
Hot Summer (1958), and the previously mentioned The Sound and the
Fury (1959). The reputation of all three films is mixed, particularly as far
as Faulkner scholars, film scholars, and more casual fans are concerned.
Yet later discussions of adaptation, authorship, and intertextuality can
help to illuminate the value of putting these adaptations in conversa-
tion with each other and with their literary source texts—respectively:
Pylon (1935); The Hamlet (1940), “Barn Burning” (1939) and “Spotted
Horses” (1931); and The Sound and the Fury (1929). Thinking through
cinematic equivalents to literary techniques can help students come to
a greater understanding of the literature as well as the challenges and
opportunities offered by commercial film. This essay focuses on a few
of these Hollywood adaptations as demonstrative of the value of study-
ing Faulkner’s literature through film, focusing on the 1950s rather than
later releases, such as the 1997 Hallmark Hall of Fame version of Old
Man and the 1985 two-part NBC version of The Long Hot Summer.?
As early as 1961, there was within Faulkner criticism a somewhat
belated attempt to take Faulkner’s film career seriously, but it rested on
the argument, subsequently much-discussed, of what the author gained
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and/or lost during his time writing screenplays in Hollywood.* Much
less attention has been paid to the Hollywood films based on Faulkner’s
works that he had no substantive part in. More than any other author,
adaptations (or proposed adaptations) of Faulkner’s works have been
met with intense skepticism, usually based on three factors. The first
factor is the general failure of most adaptations to remain “faithful” to
the original. The second factor is the difficulty of adapting Faulkner’s
complicated language to film. In a typical example, one respondent
to Anthony Taormina’s Screen Rant blog entry announcing Franco’s
plan to take on As I Lay Dying comments: “I love Faulkner’s nov-
els and 4s I Lay Dying in particular, but frankly I don’t see how it is
shot as a movie that modern audiences will appreciate without massive
changes. The subtlety of Faulkner’s writing has always presented enor-
mous challenges to anyone contemplating adapting it for the screen
or stage.” The third factor: “Why do it?”” James Poniewozik for Time
magazine wrote: “I’m not exactly sure that Faulkner’s stories—depen-
dent as they are on the language on the page to create their worlds—
need to be translated for the screen.”

Franco for one has been aware of these issues, in particular the im-
plied anxiety about remaining “faithful” to Faulkner’s original vision.
In a Los Angeles Times article by Carolyn Kellogg on As I Lay Dying,
he is quoted as saying: “‘I want to be loyal to the book—my approach
is to always be loyal in a lot of ways—but in order to be loyal I will
have to change some things for the movie. . . . You want to capture
the tone, but you can’t work in exactly the same way. . . . Movies just
work differently than books.
will be very sensitive to “fidelity” to the source text. Films based on

299

Franco knows that Faulkner devotees

Faulkner’s works are particularly prone to attack from an overly for-
malistic, fidelity-model brand of adaptation studies. Students and edu-
cators should seek to complicate such approaches, to suggest that the
anxieties surrounding film adaptations of Faulkner’s works are mis-
placed, and to argue that putting film and novel/story in dialogue can
reap great benefits.
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The fidelity model, which has dominated discussion of Hollywood
adaptations of literature in particular, operates on the assumption that
adaptation runs only one way—from source text (literature) to screen-
play to movie—and measures success solely on how close the film
hews to the “essence” of the original. Typically, in this conception of
adaptation each subsequent version is viewed as moving further from
the “authentic” text and is thus devalued. Because of Faulkner’s ca-
nonical status and his literary reputation, this condemnation of works
adapted from his writing is widespread, even though Faulkner wrote
for the movies on and off for three decades; wrote for several main-
stream, middlebrow magazines (including the Saturday Evening Post
and Scribner 5); and at least one novel, Sanctuary (1932), was consid-
ered particularly lurid and sensationalist when it was published.

There are several “Faulkners” that can be investigated—modernist
with poetic aspirations, southerner, regionalist, screenwriter, short-sto-
ry writer, novelist, troubled alcoholic, and hack interested in making
money. In the main, Faulkner criticism has chosen a select few of these
identities and has ignored the rest. Until the twenty-first century, this
was particularly true of Faulkner the screenwriter, and the film adapta-
tions based on his works have rarely been studied or taught. The ever-
diminishing gap between high and low culture in academic discourse
and curricula necessitates a dialogue between literature and film (and
not just replacing one with the other). The Faulkner I want to put for-
ward is not a static and unchanging one, or even “one” for that matter.
Popular culture is characterized by the process of re-consumption—it
keeps changing, keeps re-imagining itself. This is how I encourage stu-
dents to approach the study of any text. Faulkner’s reputation as a dif-
ficult, complex, sometimes inaccessible modernist is well-earned. This
is precisely why Faulkner should be taught—the difficulties offered by
Faulkner’s works, as well as his engagement with questions of race,
gender, and class. His works also offer a rich testing ground for reduc-
tive approaches to the questions raised by literature-to-film adaptations.
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Although there has been, particularly in the twenty-first century de-
cade, an increasing interest in film and popular culture within Faulkner
studies, many of the concepts that can be taken from adaptation studies
have yet to be fully considered.’ In “Beyond Fidelity: The Dialogics
of Adaptation,” Robert Stam speaks to the analytic limitations of ex-
pecting a film adaptation to “match” or remain “faithful” to its literary
source; for students just coming to adaptation and film studies, these
are important issues to raise. First, the disappointment (or outrage)
viewers often feel:

The notion of fidelity gains its persuasive force from our sense that some
adaptations fail to “realize” or substantiate that which we most appreci-
ated in the source novels. Words such as infidelity or betrayal in this sense
translate our feeling, when we have loved a book, that an adaptation has
not been worthy of that love. We read a novel through our introjected
desires, hopes, and utopias, and as we read we fashion our own imaginary

mise-en-scene of the novel on the private stages of our minds. (54)

Mise-en-sceéne, a French term that translates into English as literally
“putting on stage,” is generally used in film studies to indicate what
appears in front of the camera—acting, props, costumes, lighting, set
design, blocking, etc. What Stam is referring to is how viewers use
their imaginations to “picture” moments in the novel, and the unavoid-
able disappointment felt when a film version does it differently. Stam
points out that even if strict fidelity to the source text were desirable (a
point this essay will return to), it is questionable that it is even possible:

The words of a novel, as countless commentators have pointed out, have
a virtual, symbolic meaning; we as readers, or as directors, have to fill in
their paradigmatic indeterminances. A novelist’s portrayal of a character
as “beautiful” induces us to imagine the person’s features in our minds.
Flaubert never even tells us the exact color of Emma Bovary’s eyes, but

we color them nonetheless. A film, by contrast, must choose a specific
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performer. Instead of a virtual, verbally constructed Madame Bovary open
to our imaginative reconstruction, we are faced with a specific actress,
encumbered with nationality and accent, a Jennifer Jones or an Isabelle
Huppert. (55)

Stam calls this relationship between literature and film “automatic
difference,” and suggests that even if filmmakers set out to create a
straightforward, “faithful” adaptation of even a single scene, the re-
alities of film (visual, multitrack, including sound and music) make
the issue of fidelity to a single track medium (literature) illusory. No
matter how descriptive an author may be, the reader’s imagination can
never find a perfect match in the realities presented to the viewer.

Most viewers, of course, rarely attend to such minutiae (unless, per-
haps, they think a character has been badly miscast—the Russian Bryn-
ner, with a wig, cast as southerner Jason Compson in The Sound and
the Fury, for example). When people speak of a “faithful adaptation,”
what they typically mean is that to their minds, the plot and themes
remain the same, allowing for unavoidable compression or deletion
of some material. For the most part, for example, it appears most fans
of Suzanne Collins’s novel The Hunger Games (2008) were content
when the 2012 film version was released, satisfied with its faithfulness
to the original. Stam, however, questions such assessments, noting that
such analyses are essentialist: “It [the notion of fidelity] assumes that
a novel ‘contains’ an extractable ‘essence,’ a kind of ‘heart of the ar-
tichoke’ hidden ‘underneath’ the surface details of style. . . . A single
novelistic text comprises a series of verbal signals that can generate a
plethora of possible readings” (57).

The most important takeaway from Stam and adaptation theorists
like him is that literary and film texts cannot be compared in a “faithful
or not” way because they are ever-changing, since readers do not exist
in a vacuum. Contexts change, and thus how one reads texts is never
fully determined simply by what the words say, or what is seen on the
screen. What I did not realize when [ felt that initial disappointment
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upon watching The Sound and the Fury was that my reaction was com-
plicated by being a better reader of novels than I was of film. I had been
trained to understand a modernist novel, and because I wanted the film
to replicate what I thought I knew of Faulkner’s work, I failed to engage
with the film as a film, a provocative and productive interaction be-
tween the source material and the genre it was being translated into. At
that stage in my life I had little to no appreciation or understanding of
the Hollywood melodrama, particularly the “family melodrama,” and
the ways that subgenre arguably rivals Faulkner’s works in providing
a complex examination of American society and culture. Despite the
seeming “un-Faulkner-like” naiveté, exaggerated emotional content,
and predictable happy endings of the melodrama, it is no accident that
the decade that featured the most Hollywood Faulkner adaptations was
the 1950s.

At first, one might be hard-pressed to see direct thematic or formal
connections to Faulkner’s preoccupations in Thomas Schatz’s descrip-
tion of the basic Hollywood melodrama, popular in the earliest days of
the cinema: “Generally speaking, ‘melodrama’ was applied to popu-
lar romances that depicted a virtuous individual (usually a woman) or
couple (usually lovers) victimized by repressive and inequitable so-
cial circumstances, particularly those involving marriage, occupation,
and the nuclear family” (Hollywood Genres 222). On the surface these
films often appear to confirm the value of the patriarchal, traditional
family structure, and have often been dismissed as “women’s pictures”
and “weepies.” But it was in the mid-to-late 1950s, Schatz argues, that
the “family melodrama,” which came to dominate America’s movie
screens, evolved to present—to a largely unsuspecting public—subtle,
complex critiques of American life:

Because of a variety of industry-based factors, as well as external cultural
phenomena, the melodrama reached its equilibrium at the same time that
certain filmmakers were beginning to subvert and counter the superficial

prosocial thematics and clichéd romantic narratives that had previously
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identified the genre. No other genre films, not even the “anti-Westerns” of
the same period, projected so complex and paradoxical a view of America,
at once celebrating and severely questioning the basic values and attitudes

of the mass audience. (223)

These films include classics such as Magnificent Obsession (directed
by Douglas Sirk, 1954), East of Eden (Elia Kazan, 1955), Rebel with-
out a Cause (Nicholas Ray, 1955), Picnic (Joshua Logan, 1956), All
That Heaven Allows (Sirk, 1956), Giant (George Stevens, 1956), Tea
and Sympathy (Vincente Minnelli, 1956), Written on the Wind (Sirk,
1957), Peyton Place (Mark Robson, 1957), Imitation of Life (Sirk,
1959), Some Came Running (Minnelli, 1959), and Home from the Hill
(Minnelli, 1960). By the early 1960s, Schatz argues, it was over: “the
melodrama had been co-opted by commercial television” (224),° and
perhaps not coincidentally, the heyday of Faulkner adaptations was at
an end.

The 1950s also brought to American screens the most sustained
cinematic exploration of the American South in film history, and the
majority of these films are family melodramas. They include A4 Street-
car Named Desire (1951), Baby Doll (1956), Raintree County (1957),
Gods Little Acre (1958), and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1958). Schatz
argues that the family melodrama, particularly the subset he calls “the
family aristocracy variation,” finds a natural fit in the South and its
continued reliance on the dream of the landed gentry:

These melodramas trace the behavioral and attitudinal traits of succeed-
ing generations. The dramatic conflict is based on a contradictory view of
marriage: it is a means of liberation from unreasonable familial demands
and also the only way of perpetuating the family aristocracy. . . . The con-
stellation of characters in this variation revolves around an aging patriarch
(sometimes close to death), whose wife is either dead or else functions
only as a peripheral character who has produced inadequate male heirs
and sexually frustrated daughters. (Hollywood Genres 235-237)
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Two of the three 1950s Faulkner-inspired Hollywood melodramas fit
squarely into this “family aristocracy” category: the rise of the Varners
in The Long, Hot Summer and the fall of the Compsons in The Sound
and the Fury are “ideological givens” tied to “the socioeconomic cli-
mate that is around them” (236). Anxieties about lineage and family
obligation abound. In each, the character most clearly faced with these
questions of love, marriage, and continuing the family line is played
by Woodward—Clara Varner in The Long, Hot Summer and Quentin
Compson in The Sound and the Fury. The viewer’s ability to see this
connection, among many between the two films (made one year apart),
should not be surprising: in addition to Woodward, they share the same
studio, producer, director, screenwriters, composer, art directors, cos-
tume designer, makeup team, and sound team. A comparison of these
films, and the critical reaction to them, opens up further questions
about different expectations due to the source materials.

It is clear that the canonical status of the novel The Sound and the
Fury and its reputation as one of the key texts of American modernism
are part of the continued critical backlash or dismissal of Ritt’s The
Sound and the Fury, which continues to suffer almost hyperbolic cen-
sure: “While doing pre-production for The Sound and the Fury, Ritt
said, “We’ve now made it a conventional story but preserved the basic
quality.” Unfortunately, Ritt, the Ravetches, and producer Wald did not
apparently understand what this ‘basic quality’ is, for their adaptation
of Faulkner’s masterpiece is one of the most ineffective movies based
on a serious literary work” (Adams 145-46). However, when com-
pared to other family melodramas from the 1950s, it certainly does not
seem nearly as egregious or as “hopeless” as this criticism suggests.
Nor, for that matter, does The Long, Hot Summer seem far superior to
it. Perhaps, as Phillips argues, part of the reason The Long, Hot Sum-
mer is considered the superior film (or is at least not as derided as The
Sound and the Fury) may be down to the less ambitious formal nature
of its source texts:
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Oddly enough, it was probably the novel’s episodic narrative structure,
which literary critics had decried when it came out, that made The Hamlet
easily adapted for film. Several incidents in the novel, some of which had
been published separately as short stories before their inclusion in The
Hamlet, constitute self-contained units. The screenwriters therefore were
able to simply pick the episodes they judged noteworthy and drop the rest.
(136)

It is not simply The Hamlet’s episodic narrative structure that explains
The Long, Hot Summer’s relatively good reputation. Many critics, and
readers, consider the novel less challenging, more “folksy,” and more
humorous than Faulkner’s more modernist, experimental works. Re-
searching the production of these films also suggests that The Long,
Hot Summer is to some a more satisfying film because it was shot
on location in Louisiana, while The Sound and the Fury was shot in
Hollywood as a cost-saving measure. Adding to The Long, Hot Sum-
mer’s appeal is without doubt the relationship between stars Paul New-
man and Woodward, who were married immediately after production
wrapped. Not only is their chemistry onscreen fairly palpable, but the
publicity and gossip surrounding the production had an effect on au-
dience response. The Sound and the Fury, with only an ambiguous
hint of a burgeoning relationship between Brynner’s Jason and Wood-
ward’s Quentin, does not offer the same pleasures.

Attention to these “extratextual” matters—publicity, marketing,
gossip, and the Hollywood studio system (producer-driven, genre-
focused, based on contract workers working within studios), can help
students better understand the pressures and opportunities of turning a
literary property into a Hollywood film. Genre and audience expecta-
tions; the star system; and the Production Code, which dictated what
could and could not be included in a film’s script, are all relevant fac-
tors not just for understanding film, but for turning viewers back to
Faulkner’s literary output. What equivalents might there be for the
family melodrama in fiction? What, if any, overlap was there between
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audiences who were seeking the pleasures offered by the melodrama
and those who sought something from Faulkner’s works? If one of the
conventions of the family melodrama is the “happy ending” (albeit
sometimes ambiguous, even “false” happy endings), how do adapta-
tions provide endings far different from those offered by Faulkner?
How can this be compared to Faulkner’s fiction, prone as it is to return
to stories and characters, and which was working under no such obli-
gations to provide happy endings?

The outlier is arguably The Tarnished Angels, the first 1950s melo-
drama based on a Faulkner work, but one which does not fit the family
melodrama formula. As such, this critically respected film provides an
example of how attending to Faulkner adaptations can open up both
literature and film in ways that might prove difficult, or impossible,
through any other lens. As noted, the family melodrama has become
an important focus in film studies, largely because of the ways it both
reaffirms and critiques traditional notions of marriage, the home, fam-
ily, and gender roles within 1950s society. Despite this interest, and the
critical consensus that the questioning and/or subversion of traditional
values and beliefs was also of interest to Faulkner, there has been little
critical work done on either The Long, Hot Summer or The Sound and
the Fury. This is not true of The Tarnished Angels, but almost all of
the critical work has come from film studies. The easy answer for the
film’s much greater critical reputation is its director, Sirk, who became
a darling for auteur critics starting in the 1970s.

The Long, Hot Summer and The Sound and the Fury, despite all
of the changes made from literature to film, still feel somewhat
“Faulknerian” in their southern setting, retention of recognizable plot
points, and interest in family dynamics. The Tarnished Angels seems
less connected to Faulkner unless one digs a bit deeper into his repu-
tation at the time. Despite the respectability that comes with a Nobel
Prize, during the 1950s, Faulkner was still considered somewhat “dar-
ing” and “shocking” in his explorations of the darker side of human
existence. It is not terribly surprising, then, that studios might be eager
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to cash in on Faulkner’s name recognition and this surge in interest in
the South. The first of the Faulkner adaptations since the serious, ra-
cially charged “message picture” Intruder in the Dust (1949) was The
Tarnished Angels. German émigré director Sirk reportedly admired
Faulkner’s 1936 novel Pylon and had wanted to adapt it in the 1930s
while working at UFA, Germany’s prestige film studio (Halliday 170),
but did not receive his opportunity until the 1950s. An understanding
of the restrictions and opportunities that come with directing a studio-
era Hollywood film based on a slightly controversial, relatively un-
popular novel from a major literary figure not only complicates the
standard “the book was better”” assumptions, but also gives insight into
a Faulkner whom students might find approachable.

The film’s solid reputation is largely because Sirk was the director,
but the reason the film was made in the first place was producer Albert
Zugsmith, who brought the idea to Universal-International and helped
negotiate the $50,000 deal Faulkner received for the rights to Pylon.”
Zugsmith, generally known as a producer of low-budget exploitation
films, is more accurately described by Schatz as “the most flexible
and least genre-bound of Universal’s unit producers,” responsible for
science-fiction, film noir, and melodrama masterpieces (Genius 469).2
The novel was of interest to Zugsmith not just because of Faulkner’s
modernist reputation—equally important was the “exploitative” nature
of the source text, along with its scandalous reputation.

The recurring copy on the advertising materials for the film, includ-
ing posters and lobby cards, proclaims in bold letters “The Book They
Said Could Never Be Filmed,” and “The Boldest Author of Our Time,”
which does double duty. It refers to both the perceived difficulty of the
novelist’s style as well as the novel’s “saucy” content (which includes
a ménage a trios situation, a sex scene in the cockpit of an airplane,
and frequent instances of obscene language). For students first coming
to Faulkner, this scandalous (and popular) reputation is worth know-
ing. The situation for Universal in the 1950s is also relevant. Unlike
the modern film industry, during the Hollywood studio era (roughly
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the 1920s through the 1960s) each studio had its own distinctive style,
look, stable of actors and directors, and emphasis on specific genres.
Unlike many of its peers, the somewhat weak Universal was through-
out the late 1940s and 1950s preparing for the coming dominance of
television, creating “a dual agenda of low-cost formula pictures and
A-class productions via outside independents” (Schatz, Genius 463).
The studio that distributed the Academy Award—winning version of
Hamlet (1948) made most of its money from Abbott and Costello ve-
hicles. This A-list/exploitation duality is one that perfectly fits so many
Faulkner texts.

As the above list of southern films suggests, Universal was not par-
ticularly interested in the southern film per se, and like A4 Streetcar
Named Desire, also set in New Orleans, The Tarnished Angels feels
much less “southern” than the two adaptations to follow. What Uni-
versal was interested in was finding a way to cash in on audience rec-
ognition very much separated from Faulkner. According to Phillips,
Zugsmith was able to convince Universal to make the film only by
bringing together again the key players from the successful 1956 fam-
ily melodrama Written on the Wind—director Sirk, screenwriter Zuck-
erman, and actors Robert Stack, Rock Hudson, and Dorothy Malone
(122). However, as suggested earlier, The Tarnished Angels does not
quite fit the family melodrama genre, as Written on the Wind does, and
the social critique Sirk had in mind is quite specific to Faulkner’s origi-
nal novel. Whereas Sirk’s melodramas are usually discussed in terms
of his examination of social conflict and the contradictions of middle-
class American life, The Tarnished Angels offers an interesting variant
on the melodrama—an emphasis on consumerism and the threat of the
crowd that likely had its roots in antifascism, but which shifted to suit
the needs of 1950s culture.

One might not automatically associate the Hollywood melodrama
with the “Literature” produced by William Faulkner, but as many crit-
ics have noted, there are in almost all of Faulkner’s corpus melodra-
matic elements.” Pylon was published after the more highly regarded
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Light in August (1932), and it is one of the few Faulkner novels not set
in his fictional Yoknapatawpha County. Faulkner wrote Pylon while
taking a break from a novel very much about a declining family aris-
tocracy—aAbsalom, Absalom! (1936). Pylon takes place in his fiction-
alized version of New Orleans, New Valois, and revolves around an
unnamed newspaper reporter and his encounter with a very unusual
“family” connected to a visiting air show. This novel was not particu-
larly popular upon release, has been rarely taught, and has received
relatively little critical attention. This could in part be because of its
non-Yoknapatawpha setting; its somewhat threadbare, at times lurid
plot; or its relative lack of interest in questions of race.

Some critics, however, seem to find the novel lacking because of its
perceived melodramatic characteristics, and within Faulkner studies,
melodrama has traditionally been ignored or castigated, often because
of a conflation of melodrama and “sentimentality”” within literary stud-
ies. Phillips claims that it “rarely rises about the level of routine melo-
drama” (120). Lurie argues that, despite including one section titled
“Lovesong of J. A. Prufrock,” it is not quite modernist enough: “Set
almost completely in unified space . . . and following a series of events
that take place over a circumscribed period of time, Pylon makes use
of few of the narrative and temporal ruptures that characterize high-
modernist experimentation” (16). Edmund Wilson provides a good
early example of the attempt to “rescue” Faulkner from the “stain” of
melodrama: “The truth is that, from Pylon, at any rate, one of the most
striking features of his work, and one that sets if off from that of many
of his contemporaries, has been a kind of romantic morality that allows
you the thrills of melodrama without making you ashamed, as a rule,
of the values which have been exploited to produce them” (347—48).

The novel’s perceived lack of artistic ambition may in part explain
the film adaptation’s relatively good reputation, but is that why Sirk
might have been drawn to it in the 1930s while working in Germany?
Michael Zeitlin’s work on Pylon suggests an alternative—the novel’s
“antifascist, analytical power” (97). Zeitlin discusses the specific
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1930s anxieties about fascism, both abroad and at home (particularly
in the South). His reading of the novel opens up The Tarnished Angels
to several promising questions, and may indeed make Pylon a more
interesting text for students. Does the overtly political nature of the
novel explain why The Tarnished Angels does not quite fit with Sirk’s
other melodramas? Does this help to explain why The Tarnished An-
gels was Sirk’s personal favorite of his films? How are antifascist el-
ements in the novel connected to the film’s melodramatic elements?
How does Sirk transform the political elements of the source text into
a critique of advertising and consumer society? How does the attempt
by Faulkner critics to “rescue” him from commercial impulses relate
to the way Sirk critics reject the value of melodrama per se in favor of
what they perceive as Sirk’s subversion of the genre?'° Future work on
the relationship between Faulkner and these 1950s films should take
seriously the subversive potentials and the pleasures of melodrama in
source text and adaptation.

The field of Faulkner studies has come to embrace the importance of
intertextuality as a way of thinking about the interrelatedness of texts,
highlighting medium, means of production, dissemination, genre, and
the mixing of high and low and visual and literary culture. This sort of
approach is particularly appropriate for studying Faulkner. Analyzing
film and literature in dialogue allows us to lessen the burden of having
to approach Faulkner only as literary icon and “Great American Mod-
ernist,” and it lets students, who at times feel more comfortable talking
about visual culture, able to make Faulkner more relevant to their own
lives—and more intellectually stimulating in the bargain.

1. The following Faulkner-related feature-length films (either films for which he
earned screenwriting credit or films based on his works) may be difficult to find
on DVD or VHS: The Story of Temple Drake (1933), The Road to Glory (1936),
and Sanctuary (1961). The following are available on DVD: Today We Live
(1933); Slave Ship (1937); To Have and Have Not (1944); The Big Sleep (1946);
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Intruder in the Dust (1949); Land of the Pharaohs (1955); The Tarnished Angels
(1957); The Long, Hot Summer (1958); The Sound and the Fury (1959); The
Reivers (1969); and Tomorrow (1972).

2. David Milch, as an English major at Yale University and as a graduate student
at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop at the University of lowa, worked with such
Faulkner scholars and admirers as Robert Penn Warren, Cleanth Brooks, and R.
W. B. Lewis. Milch’s daughter Olivia, who also studied Faulkner at Yale, signed
on as coordinating producer. See David Itzkoff. “David Milch Strikes Deal to
Bring Faulkner Works to HBO.” New York Times (30 Nov. 2011).

3. First telecast on October 6 and October 7, 1985, this four-hour version com-
plicates the conventional wisdom that more is usually better when it comes to
adapting literary works, as it received very mixed reviews. Directed by Stuart
Cooper and coscripted by Rita Mae Brown, it stars Don Johnson, Judith Ivey,
Cybill Shepherd, Jason Robards Jr., and Ava Gardner. For more on this adapta-
tion, see Phillips (142-46).

4. George Sidney’s article “An Addition to the Faulkner Canon: The Hollywood
Writings” (1961) represents the first real look at Faulkner’s screenwriting career.
For later studies of how Faulkner’s fiction reveals a complex understanding of
cinematic language, and was perhaps influenced by his screenwriting experi-
ences, see Lurie and Urgo.

5. The field of adaptation studies is surging, made most evident by the 2008 found-
ing of the journal Adaptation: The Journal of Literature on Screen Studies, the
continuing presence of Literature/Film Quarterly, and a number of book-length
studies and collections of essays. For good introductory examples of book-length
studies see McFarlane and Leitch. For recommended collections of essays see
Corrigan, Stam and Raengo, Cartmell and Whelehan, and Naremore.

6. It is worth noting that The Long, Hot Summer was made into a nighttime drama
that lasted on ABC-TV for one season (1965—66), arguably the last melodrama
based on Faulkner’s works.

See Phillips (122).

8. Well-known examples of Zugsmith-produced films include The Incredible
Shrinking Man (1957), High School Confidential (1958), Touch of Evil (1958),
and Written on the Wind (1956).

9. For more on Faulkner’s relationship to melodrama, see the chapter “Screening
Readerly Pleasures: Modernism, Melodrama, and Mass Markets in /f'/ Forget
Thee, Jerusalem” in Lurie (129-160).

10. As Willemen states, Sirk is “either praised for making extraordinary films in
spite of the exigencies of the weepie as a genre, or else it is the weepie-genre
itself which is validated, and Sirk is brought forward as its most accomplished
practitioner” (128).

Faulkner and Film: The 1950s Melodramas 259



Adams, Michael. ““How Come Everybody down Here Has Three Names?’: Martin
Ritt’s Southern Films.” The South and Film. Ed. Warren French. Jackson: UP of
Mississippi, 1981. 143-55. Print.

Cartmell, Deborah, and Imelda Whelehan, eds. The Cambridge Companion to Litera-
ture on Screen. New York: Cambridge UP, 2007. Print.

Corrigan, Timothy, ed. Film and Literature: An Introduction and Reader. 2nd ed. New
York: Routledge, 2012. Print.

Faulkner, William. Pylon. 1935. New York: Vintage, 1987. Print.

. The Hamlet. 1940. New York: Vintage, 1991. Print.

. The Sound and the Fury. 1929. New York: Vintage, 1984. Print.

Halliday, Jon. Sirk on Sirk. New York: Viking, 1972. Print.

Halliwell, Martin. “Modernism and Adaptation.” The Cambridge Companion to Lit-
erature on Screen. Ed. Deborah Cartmell and Imelda Whelehan. New York: Cam-
bridge UP, 2007. 90-106. Print.

Kawin, Bruce. Faulkner and Film. New York: Ungar, 1977. Print.

Kellogg, Carolyn. “You Can Be in James Franco’s Film of Faulkner’s As I Lay Dy-
ing.” Los Angeles Times 8 Aug. 2012. Web. 22 Jan. 2013.

Leitch, Thomas. Film Adaptation and Its Discontents: From Gone with the Wind to
The Passion of the Christ. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 2007. Print.

The Long, Hot Summer. Dir. Martin Ritt. Perf. Paul Newman, Joanne Woodward, Or-
son Welles, Anthony Franciosa, Lee Remick. Twentieth Century Fox, 1958. DVD.

Lurie, Peter. Vision's Immanence: Faulkner, Film, and the Popular Imagination. Bal-
timore: Johns Hopkins UP, 2004. Print.

McFarlane, Brian. Novel to Film: An Introduction to the Theory of Adaptation. Ox-
ford: Clarendon, 1996. Print.

Mercer, John, and Martin Shingler. Melodrama: Genre, Style and Sensibility. London:
Wallflower, 2004. Print.

Naremore, James, ed. Film Adaptation. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 2000. Print.

Phillips, Gene D. Fiction, Film, and Faulkner: The Art of Adaptation. Knoxville: U
of Tennessee P, 1988. Print.

Poniewozik, James. “HBO Signs David Milch and His New Partner, William
Faulkner.” Time 30 Nov. 2011. Web. 22 Jan. 2013.

Schatz, Thomas. Hollywood Genres: Formulas, Filmmaking, and the Studio System.
New York: McGraw, 1981. Print.

. The Genius of the System: Hollywood Filmmaking in the Studio Era. New York:
Pantheon, 1988. Print.

Sidney, George. “An Addition to the Faulkner Canon: The Hollywood Writings.”
Twentieth Century Literature 6.4 (1961): 172—74. Print.

The Sound and the Fury. Dir. Martin Ritt. Perf. Joanne Woodward, Yul Brynner, Mar-
garet Leighton, Ethel Waters, Jack Warden. Twentieth Century Fox, 1959. DVD.

Stam, Robert and Alessandra Raengo, eds. Literature and Film: A Guide to the Theory
and Practice of Film Adaptation. Malden: Wiley, 2005. Print.

Taormina, Anthony. “James Franco Confirmed to Direct As I Lay Dying.” Screen
Rant. 12 Aug. 2012. Web. 22 Jan. 2013.

260 Critical Insights



The Tarnished Angels. Dir. Douglas Sirk. Perf. Rock Hudson, Robert Stack, Dorothy
Malone, Jack Carson. Universal, 1957. DVD.

Urgo, Joseph. “Absalom, Absalom! The Movie.” American Literature 62.1 (1990):
56-73. Print.

Willemen, Paul. “Towards an Analysis of the Sirkian System.” Screen 13.4 (1972):
128-34. Print.

Wilson, Edmund. “William Faulkner’s Reply to the Civil-Rights Program.” William
Faulkner: Critical Assessments. Vol 4. Ed. Henry Claridge. New York: Routledge,
2000. 347-53. Print.

Zeitlin, Michael. “Pylon and the Rise of European Fascism.” Faulkner Journal 26.1
(2012): 97-114. Print.

Faulkner and Film: The 1950s Melodramas 261



Hurling Yourself against the Beautiful: Faulkner
and Creativity

Amy Weldon

In The Sound and the Fury I had already put perhaps the only thing in lit-
erature which would ever move me very much: Caddy climbing the pear
tree to look in the window at her grandmother’s funeral while Quentin
and Jason and Benjy and the negroes looked up at the muddy seat of her

drawers.

This is the only one of the seven novels which I wrote without any ac-
companying feeling of drive or effort, or any following feeling of exhaus-
tion or relief or distaste. When I began it I had no plan at all. I wasn’t even
writing a book. I was thinking of books, publication, only in the reverse,
in saying to myself, I wont have to worry about publishers liking or not
liking this at all. . . . One day I seemed to shut a door between me and all
publishers’ addresses and book lists. I said to myself, Now I can write.
Now I can make myself a vase like that which the old Roman kept at his
bedside and wore the rim slowly away with kissing it. So I, who had never
had a sister and was fated to lose my daughter in infancy, set out to make
myself a beautiful and tragic little girl.

—William Faulkner, “An Introduction for The Sound and the Fury”

In my senior year of high school, my AP English teacher assigned us
The Sound and the Fury (1929). Being a classic teacher pleaser and a
voracious reader, I dove in. But this was a book like none I had ever
seen. | did not understand what was happening, and I did not under-
stand why this William Faulkner did not write the story clearly, in a
straight line, like Stephen King. Why did he make us feel so disori-
ented on purpose, starting with the first paragraph? Why did he tell
the story through the voices of three different people before giving us
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a fourth story in a completely different voice? And why, in spite of all
these questions and irritations, did I still finish the book with haunting
pictures, and even smells, lingering in my head: honeysuckle drifting
over a porch swing where Caddy sits with her lover, Benjy stumbling
over the frozen ruts of barnyard mud, the old buggy swinging around
the right of the Confederate monument. Why did I still sense that some-
thing important was going on in this novel and that it was worth trying
to understand? How could it ever be “good” to say something mysteri-
ously, indirectly, and visually rather than just telling someone what you
meant? Yet somehow, [ knew that it was “good” that Faulkner had writ-
ten it that way. And I knew it was better than good. It was necessary.

Many years later, after I had gone on to become an English profes-
sor, to write novels and essays and stories of my own, and to teach The
Sound and the Fury to my own students, I realized that my favorite
way to approach this novel is a creative-writerly one: I draw on the
way all of us—particularly writers—imagine and remember the stories
and pictures we carry in our minds and the way we try to render them
into words. This approach leads us into the heart of what gives this
novel its strange power. If you have ever had an experience or emotion
that is linked with a visual picture in your head, and you have struggled
to describe it to others, either in writing or in spoken language, you
already have a sense of what motivated Faulkner to write this book
and of what made him keep trying through the filters of four narrative
perspectives.

As a teacher, I can give my students historical contexts, technical
narrative terminology (like “stream of consciousness”), and other facts
to help them understand The Sound and the Fury. But increasingly,
that is not enough for me or for them. Terminology does not describe
the way this book creates an imaginative world and wraps it complete-
ly around us, asking us to pay a new and heightened kind of atten-
tion, but rewarding us with an experience of total immersion in other
people’s lives. And it does not help us understand why we should read
this book or why it is important. This novel has a quality of challenge
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and foreignness that rewards us for approaching it on its own terms,
letting it call us up out of and beyond ourselves. Any great art stretches
the boundaries of our own mental worlds and gives us greater empathy
and vision and joy in just this way. And so to understand The Sound
and the Fury, it is useful to think about making art as Faulkner might
have thought about it and as writers still do. As a writer, it is useful to
think about how and why you might—as Faulkner did—keep hurling
yourself against some beautiful and mysterious thing, trying to get it
into words.

At first, you might well wonder why you are being asked to enter
into the worlds of the Compson family, which is enmeshed in circum-
stances different from those most of us know: dysfunctional and em-
bittered lives in the long post—Reconstruction southern twilight that
had not really ended even by World War II. Of the four Compson sib-
lings, one is mentally handicapped, in his thirties, and with the mental
age of four. Another is intelligent but neurotic and is driven to suicide
by his own ideals and his own perceived failure to live up to them. A
third is grasping and greedy and is driven by the desire to make a for-
tune off somebody else while protecting his own interests at all costs.
And the fourth—the luminous, loving, openhearted girl around whose
memory all three of her brothers revolve—is the absent presence of the
novel: the sister whose sensuality becomes both the reason for the fam-
ily’s shame and the type of human connection that none of them can
achieve. But if you settle in and read carefully, letting this book wash
over you, you will see several important writerly principles at work
through these characters, and you can learn things from Faulkner that
will help your own writing, both critical and creative.

Faulkner’s fellow southern writer Eudora Welty explains in her es-
say, “Is Phoenix Jackson’s Grandson Really Dead?” that the writer
should become “at one” with reality as the character understands it.
In other words, you have to work from inside the particular quality of
your character’s lived experience, seeing the world through his or her
eyes and, to some degree, setting yourself aside. This requires an act
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of imagination that feels positively muscular, like lifting or stretching,
because it calls upon your own physical memories and senses too. It
takes practice and time, but when you do it, it is unmistakable.

Faulkner does this on every page of the novel and positions the
reader deeply inside the skins of Benjy, Quentin, and Jason; he lets
the reader walk closely beside Dilsey, and one must adjust the lenses
of one’s own vision in order to see through theirs. It takes a little while
to get in, to shift over to the foreign space of another separate person’s
mind and heart and body. But once in, we are given the needed clues
to keep ourselves there, if we only pay attention. Finishing The Sound
and the Fury feels like waking from a dream because we have been in-
side and sharing the writer’s dream, called out of the familiar territory
of our own minds and preoccupations by his appeal to the senses and
emotions we share with him and his characters.

With a closer look at one of the most intense passages in the novel—
Quentin’s confrontation with Caddy in the branch (in the “June Sec-
ond, 1910 section), one can see and even feel how this artistic empa-
thy works and is created, word by word, on the page:

then she talked about him clasping her wet knees her face tilted back in the
gray light the smell of honeysuckle there was a light in mothers room and
in Benjys where T.P.. was putting him to bed

do you love him

her hand came out I didnt move it fumbled down my arm and she held my
hand flat against her chest her heart thudding

no no
did he make you then he made you do it let him he was stronger than

you and he tomorrow 11l kill him I swear I will father neednt know until

afterward and then you and I nobody need ever know we can take my
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school money we can cancel my matriculation Caddy you hate him dont

you dont you

she held my hand against her chest her heart thudding I turned and caught

her arm

Caddy you hate him dont you

she moved my hand up against her throat her heart was hammering there
poor Quentin (95)

Unbroken for nine pages, this tension has been coiled at the heart of
Quentin’s section all along, as he and his sister both become aware that
his frantic need to “save” her from a soiled sexual reputation misunder-
stands the nature of sexual, or any, experience—and that this misun-
derstanding is born of codes of southern genteel masculinity, emotional
confusion, and love. We can enter so closely into Quentin’s stream of
thought because the physical markers of the distance between reader,
writer, and writer’s imagined world have dropped away: Punctuation,
capitalization, paragraph indentations, and even apostrophes are gone
in order to shorten the distance between the inside of Quentin’s mind
and our own as much as words on a page can manage. And these prose
markers have been replaced by physical ones—sensations and ges-
tures: She sets his hand on her heart to feel it beat; he holds the point
of the knife at her throat; he is dizzied by the smell of honeysuckle.
The stream of Quentin’s memory—and of the time that keeps running
forward, carrying both him and Caddy away from this moment he can-
not forget—is embodied by the stream of water in which he and Caddy
are immersed. By giving us such a physical mirroring of the invisible,
which we can imagine with our own senses if we have ever been im-
mersed in a stream, Faulkner helps us participate in the dissolving of
boundaries between two bodies and minds and in the shared history
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and mindset of these two siblings. (They share so close a connection
that when “her muscles gathered I sat up,” with no separation between
the gestures even on the page.) The abstract presence of emotions be-
comes, then, bodily and real. We even see where he tries to distract
himself from the tension of hearing Caddy talk about her lover, Dalton
Ames, by looking at the house, because—to his dread and delight—he
and Caddy are totally alone. We are inside the ongoing flow of Quen-
tin’s thought as it surrounds and encompasses a memory of almost un-
bearable intimacy that spills out and engulfs him. We are engulfed. We,
too, can barely stand the intimacy and tension, even as we cannot look
away. And it all happens because of a string of little black marks on a
page. It is a mysterious, and miraculous process.

Here is what I tell my own students when they first encounter 7The
Sound and the Fury and are puzzled by what seems, like a wall of
strangeness on the page, words that make little or no literal sense:
“Through the fence, between the curling flower spaces, I could see
them hitting.” What? Where are we? With Benjy’s, and the novel’s, first
words, we have been deliberately alienated and deliberately cast adrift
into the foreign space of not just another person’s mind, but the mind
of a person who processes memory and language in different ways
than many of us do. Consider this: Faulkner is trying to render onto the
page consciousness itself, the way it feels to be inside a person’s head,
where what is happening this instant and what did happen at different
times in the past and what we hope will happen are always coexisting,
shooting off one another, bouncing forward and backward. If Faulkner
had had the Internet, he might have written this novel in a series of
hyperlinks where clicking on the words Caddy s shoe might take you
back not only to words describing Benjy’s first possession of the shoe
but also a picture or video of the shoe itself, thereby taking you through
the same routes Benjy’s consciousness travels in reencountering that
shoe, which, like the force of Caddy’s loss, is new and sorrowful to
him every time.
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Benjy does not frame memories as “past” or “present,” “then” or
“now.” His interior world—Ilike the artist’s, perhaps—is a series of
strong mental images with strong feelings attached to each one, and
when one reminds him of another, he slides involuntarily between
them. The reader has to rely on external markers of time (Who is the
servant attending Benjy? Is Caddy or Miss Quentin in the house?) to
place these images in a narrative order that is recognizable, both elid-
ing and emphasizing the differences between the way the reader and
Benjy understand reality. But to Benjy, as to our own consciousnesses,
all these images are coexisting in the same place, exploding into imagi-
native life at the same time. In consciousness, everything is all and is
always happening at once. Think about the way it feels inside your
own head at any given time—present concerns and new ideas colliding
and reminding you of past ones, which remind you of ideas from the
deeper past, which bring you back to the present almost instantaneous-
ly. Yet to render this reality on the page, Faulkner has only language,
in which words follow one after another and add up their meanings in
a straight line. Therefore, he has set himself a pretty big challenge—to
overcome a basic mismatch between his tool, which is language, and
the consciousness that he is trying to use that tool to represent. Con-
sciousness does not run in a smooth, straight line. It is more like a mir-
ror ball that is hanging and turning, glittering and throwing out light in
all directions at once. But language adds up, word by word.

Yet something about this near-impossible effort seems worth trying
to Faulkner because something about this story is irresistible to him
to tell. What makes it irresistible is bound up in that first image of the
little girl in the tree, quoted at the beginning of this essay. For reasons
that perhaps Faulkner himself never fully understood, and quite prob-
ably did not want to (writers cannot always fully articulate everything
they are doing in their work, and the smart ones let that be a mystery),
the mental picture he carried of Caddy climbing the pear tree—the seat
of her drawers innocently and heartbreakingly dirty from playing in
the same branch where Quentin will later place a knife at her throat—
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carried so much poignancy and power to him that it was a picture he
could not forget, a story he had to try to tell. “Images hold the meaning
of our lives,” the poet and memoirist Nick Flynn has written. “Without
images we have no memory; they give the past shape, keep the memo-
ry” (15). Think about your own mental gallery of powerful, meaning-
ful images, which may be memories of people or places, pictures from
dreams, moments in which someone looked at you or said something
you cannot forget. That is the power of the imagined image the little
girl has for Faulkner. That is why he keeps trying to nail that emotion
to the page, although, as you know if you have ever tried to describe
your own precious images to another person, this effort is really hard.

That image has a type of magnetic force connected to your own
deep convictions, memories, and longings. For Faulkner, as illustrated
in his introduction to The Sound and the Fury, that image is the image
of a “beautiful, doomed little girl” climbing a pear tree to seek and to
know the truth, as her brothers and her friends are afraid to do. She
wants to see the forbidden, the scary, the wondrous and the awful for
herself. She wants to see her grandmother’s funeral. So she climbs. The
less courageous, standing on the ground, can see her creek-mudded
underwear, a sight both innocent and, in light of the adult Caddy’s con-
tinued sensual seeking, sadly premonitory. Faulkner had already lost a
baby daughter of his own. Like many southern men, he grew up with a
nearly cultlike fascination and suspicion of womanhood—wondering
about the unique ways women see and know, the reasons they should
be respected and the reasons, many men thought, they would always
be just a little weaker than men—never quite as good—more “sinful”
and fallible. The artist in Faulkner was drawn to the truth and not the
prejudices in this mix, to the mystery: Women became connected for
him with mystery, with loss and death, and with the deeper things you
see in life once you have lost someone dear or wanted something ter-
ribly. The novelist is always looking for ways to see deeper into that
mystery.
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This fact leads to a third “lesson” from The Sound and the Fury: It
is not only normal but necessary to work in the dark as a writer, to be
comfortable with mystery and not knowing, to let the story develop
like a Polaroid photograph before your eyes. (An excellent book on
writing, Anne Lamott’s Bird by Bird (2007), develops this “Polaroid”
analogy even more helpfully.) It is simply not true that you “have to
know where you are going” as a writer in order to write something,
no matter what that is. You discover what you have to say by trying to
write it. You discover what you really feel in trying to get it down. This
comes through practice and the regular work of multiple drafts over
time. If you get serious enough about this process, you tend to get im-
patient with pretty much everything that is not your writing or does not
contribute to it. Controversially, if a little sarcastically, invoking his
favorite poem, Faulkner described the lengths a writer will go for his
work: “If a writer has to rob his mother, he will not hesitate; the ‘Ode
on a Grecian Urn’ [Keats] is worth any number of old ladies” (qtd. in
Blotner 619). Perhaps this is an extreme way to deal with the interrup-
tions of families and their claims on us. But what are the interruptions
we are more susceptible to, the latest viral YouTube video, Facebook
friends’ status updates? Even writers enjoy distractions such as these,
but writers must stay mindful of what they cost. Centering your life on
your work and on the experiences that truly feed your writing—physi-
cal activity, conversations with friends and family, reading—tend to
make you impatient (in a good way) with the trivial stuff and help you
to minimize it or even cut it out.

Once you get involved with a significant project—as Faulkner also
describes, in “shut[ting] a door between myself and all publishers’ ad-
dresses and book lists”—you find that your work needs to proceed with
something like self-forgetfulness. Writing with one eye on an audience
can be necessary, because every audience shapes what we say and how
we say it, but when we are struggling to say something beautiful and
true, we cannot afford to keep asking “will a publisher like this? Will
my friends and family like this? Will this make me famous?” Letting
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yourself be drawn away into dreams of fame dilutes the quiet, patient
intensity of the search for the form your material is really trying to
take through you. Also, it keeps you worrying about concerns (mon-
ey, fame, who will your agent be) that in the long term, in the grand
scheme of things by which art is measured, really do not matter. Think
of any one-hit musical wonder or reality-television star of the last few
years. Will we still remember in ten more years who that person is? It
is doubtful. (And if you question this, ask people ten or twenty years
older than you about their own “one-hit wonders.”) Nonetheless, that
person, by the world’s standards, was “successful” and made money
and became famous. But what kind of fame did that person achieve?
What kind of art and what kind of life was really made?

By contrast, when Faulkner wrote The Sound and the Fury, he had
already published three novels, the second of which was less success-
ful than the first, and the third of which he was having trouble getting
published at all. So he released—in a sense that seems near-spiritual—
the idea of success as the literary industry defines it and simply said
“now I can write” without worrying about the idea of success. When
The Sound and the Fury was published, it was not well received either,
nor was it recognized by more than a few as the masterpiece it is. Yet
look at how it is regarded now.

Like the shift of imaginative gears required to enter into the skin of
another person, real or imaginary, adjusting our notions of truth and
beauty in art and being in it for the long game can take a bit of effort.
But you do not make anything worthwhile without it. Like living a
good life in general, making good art involves figuring out your own
beliefs, desires, and urges as routes to your own best and most gener-
ous self and then acting on them—not in constantly adjusting yourself
to what you think “the market” needs or requires and trying to hit a
moving target that is not really worth hitting anyway. You have to be
willing to be alone with this thing you are trying to make, this thing
that you love and that no one else might understand. Be alone with it
and be quiet in the manner of someone who is helpless and humble
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before something whose beauty and wonder are difficult to describe.
The artist needs to have a serious appetite for mystery, for comfort with
the unknown.

Perhaps this appetite for mystery is why Faulkner did not give Cad-
dy her own section. Often what we love or long for is wordless and
is a sort of luminous presence (or absence) in our minds. We keep re-
turning to it, trying to touch it even as it escapes our grasp. Caddy is
this kind of presence in her family’s life, and the lack of a section in
her voice is Faulkner’s way of respecting that. We get to imagine her,
to dream of her, and long for her (just as her three brothers do in their
own ways) and contemplate how our own family relationships—the
ways we mythologize or resent or forgive family members—can either
distort or enable the flourishing of our own selves and personalities.
In their own ways, none of the brothers can see Caddy as a whole and
independent person, separate from the family and from themselves.
They try repeatedly to explain themselves to us, revealing in the pro-
cess only how deeply they have built their self-images upon their own
ideals of their sister’s, and their family’s, purity.

For example, Jason at first seems, despite his unforgettable opening
line (“Once a bitch always a bitch, what I say”) the most objective and
clear, the easiest to understand, the most uncomplicated, and perhaps
the most tempting to sympathize with. But as Jason’s section proceeds,
Faulkner moves carefully through the layers of his consciousness by
showing us his moods and traits: greed and stinginess, casual xeno-
phobia, a hypocrisy that can excuse his keeping a mistress but not his
niece’s or his sister’s sexual activity, a grudging hatred of the family
duties he still holds himself to. Faulkner also shows the troubling and
highly informative ways that these layers connect to one another. If
Quentin was most closely connected to their father and his stories of
faded Compson family grandeur, Jason is bound to their mother and to
her competing mythologies of how the Bascombs (her own people) are
better, how Jason and all of them have been cheated by life, and how
she and Jason (but particularly herself) have been owed something
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better by the world than what they have been given. He is her cap-
tive audience for a symphony of complaints, passive aggression, and
neurosis (“codependency,” we might now say) that grow darker until,
almost in spite of ourselves, we feel sorry for Jason, even as we might
also find ourselves laughing at his over-the-top attempts to control his
niece. We see, as he does not, how his warped adult self has grown
out of the overlooked small boy with his hands in his pockets and how
emotionally stunted and resentful the clash between his perceived du-
ties to the family and to himself have made him.

Caddy is the catalyst for Jason’s most revealing moments and deep-
est feelings, as she is for all the other brothers. The scene in the “April
Sixth, 1928” section in which Jason reencounters her at their father’s
funeral long after she has fled the Compson home for good shows us in
midparagraph that his memory leaps directly to the funeral at the very
word Father from the apparently unrelated topic of Caddy’s letters, sug-
gesting that this remains for him a deep and unacknowledged wound:

When they begun to get it filled up toward the top Mother started crying
sure enough, so Uncle Maury got in with her and drove off. He says You
can come in with somebody: they’ll be glad to give you a lift. I’ll have to
take your mother on and I thought about saying, Yes, you ought to brought
two bottles instead of just one only I thought about where we were, so 1
let them go on. Little they cared how wet I got, because then Mother could
have a whale of a time being afraid I was taking pneumonia.

Well, I got to thinking about that and watching them throwing dirt into
it, slapping it on anyway like they were making mortar or something or
building a fence, and I began to feel sort of funny and so I decided to walk
around a while. (127)

“Feeling sort of funny” is an understatement of grief, but it is all that
Jason, locked inside his own furious reticence, can muster to us or to
himself. He is the youngest of four children, feeling that their father
always preferred Caddy and Quentin and that Benjy absorbed most
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of whatever emotional energy was left. He has been left behind by his
own mother and uncle at his father’s grave where there is no one else to
take him home and where he is forced to watch and listen to earth be-
ing “slapped” onto his father’s coffin. (He cannot even bring himself to
say “coffin” or “grave.”) To avoid that sound, he hides under dripping
trees until the gravediggers are gone, and when he comes out, there is
Caddy, whom he does not even need to name: “I knew who it was right
off, before she turned and looked at me and lifted up her veil” (127).
Simply and directly, “we shook hands” (127). Just for an instant, rec-
onciliation seems possible. Yet almost in spite of himself, Jason’s re-
sentment about the job Caddy’s former husband Herbert promised and
failed to give him—which he is held against Caddy ever since, perhaps
as a convenient label for more complicated feelings—surges forward:
“You dont mind anybody. You dont give a dam about anybody” (127).
Caddy continues to respond with gentleness—"I’m sorry about that,
Jason”—and then comes close to defusing his anger completely with
her own vulnerability:

“I dont want anything,” she says. She looked at the grave. “Why didn’t
they let me know?” she says. “I just happened to see it in the paper. On the
back page. Just happened to.”

I didn’t say anything. We stood there, looking at the grave, and then I
got to thinking about when we were little and one thing and another and I
got to feeling funny again, kind of mad or something, thinking about now
we’d have Uncle Maury around the house all the time, running things like

the way he left me to come home in the rain by myself. (127)

From word to word, you can see Jason floundering at the quicksand
edge of feelings he cannot name, then casting about until he hits a
familiar line of grievance (Uncle Maury) and follows it back onto his
most familiar emotional ground (anger). Grievances fuel his passage
through the world and his dealings with family, and anger is a kind
of engine that lifts him up and speeds him over the surfaces of other
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psychological waters that are darker, deeper, sadder, and full of the
kinds of pain with which he is completely unequipped to deal. How
many times have we sought refuge in anger in just this way? And how
many times have we realized all over again that the way we recoil from
(or reconcile with) our families or loved ones so often mirrors the way
we try (or fail) to do these things within ourselves? It is Jason’s tragedy
that he can never realize or accept this—can never move beyond the
self-willed reflex of anger—and so he continues to be an instrument of
hurt to everyone he encounters: his sister Caddy, his niece Miss Quen-
tin, the loyal family servant Dilsey, and even his brother Benjy. None-
theless, if we read his section carefully, we can see, as he cannot, that
he is just as deeply marked as any of his siblings by their shared history
and memory, even if he refuses to acknowledge it.

The Sound and the Fury is important because, like any great art,
it has the potential to make you a better person. Watching Jason skirt
the edges of his own pain and take refuge in cruelty; feeling indig-
nant at the way Dilsey is relied upon and misunderstood by the family;
sympathizing with Benjy’s mute, bewildered longing for the sister he
loves—all these things make us better, gentler, and wiser people. That
is reason enough to pick up this novel and let it work its mysteries on
you.
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Chronology of William Faulkner's Life

1897 William Faulkner is born as William Falkner in New Albany,
Mississippi, the oldest of four brothers.

1902 The Falkners moves to Oxford, Mississippi.

1905-14 Faulkner attends Oxford Grade School, then Oxford High School.

1914 Faulkner begins friendship with Phil Stone, who becomes his mentor
and critic. He drops out of school.

1916 Faulkner visits University of Mississippi campus frequently, but is
not enrolled; his writing is influenced by Algernon Charles Swin-
burne and A. E. Housman.

1918 Faulkner tries to enlist in the US Army but is rejected. He is accepted
into the Royal Air Force in Canada and travels to the Recruits” Depot
in Toronto and enters active service the next day; he receives his
discharge without having served overseas. He changes name from
Falkner to Faulkner and returns to Oxford.

1919 Faulkner’s poem “L’Apres-Midi d’un Faune” appears in The New
Republic, his first published writing. He enters the University of
Mississippi as a special student and begins publishing poems in The
Mississippian and Oxford Eagle.

1920 Faulkner joins The Marionettes, the university drama club.

He withdraws from the university.

1921 Faulkner presents Estelle Franklin with a gift volume of poems,
Vision in Spring. He works as a clerk in a New York City bookstore.

1921-24 Faulkner serves as postmaster at University of Mississippi.

1922 Faulkner’s poem “Portrait” is published in the Double Dealer of
New Orleans.

1922-24 Faulkner serves as scoutmaster.
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1924

Faulkner is removed as scoutmaster and resigns as postmaster. Stone
sends in The Marble Faun to Four Seas Co., which agrees to publish
it for $400.

1925 Faulkner contributes to the New Orleans Times-Picayune and the
Double Dealer, and he travels in Europe for six months.

1926 Soldier’s Pay is published by Boni & Liveright. Faulkner writes a
hand-lettered gift book of poems, Helen: A Courtship, for Helen
Baird. He collaborates with William Spratling, while living in New
Orleans, on Sherwood Anderson and Other Famous Creoles.

1927 Mosquitoes is published. Flags in the Dust is rejected by publishers.

1928 Faulkner lives in New York for three months.

1929 Sartoris is published. Faulkner marries recently divorced Estelle
Franklin in College Hill, Mississippi, and he works in the university
power plant. The Sound and the Fury is published by Jonathan Cape
and Harrison Smith.

1930 Faulkner begins publishing stories in national magazines. He also
purchases Rowan Oak, an antebellum house and land. 4s I Lay
Dying is published.

1931 Faulkner’s daughter, Alabama, is born. She lives only nine days.
Sanctuary and These Thirteen are published.

1932 Faulkner begins writing for MGM in Culver City, California. Light
in August is published by Harrison Smith and Robert Haas.

1933 A Green Bough (poems) is published. Faulkner’s daughter, Jill, is
born.

1934 Doctor Martino and Other Stories is published. Faulkner works for
three weeks at Universal Studios.

1935 Pylon is published. Faulkner has an assignment at Twentieth
Century-Fox, where he meets Meta Dougherty Carpenter, beginning
an intimate intermittent fifteen-year relationship.
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1935-37

Faulkner works at Twentieth Century-Fox a total of eighteen months.

1936 Absalom, Absalom! is published by Random House.

1938 The Unvanquished is published, and its screen rights are sold to
MGM. Faulkner buys land and names it Greenfield Farm.

1939 Faulkner is elected to the National Institute of Arts and Letters. The
Wild Palms is published.

1940 The Hamlet is published.

1942 Go Down, Moses is published. Faulkner reports for a five-month
segment of a long-term Warner Bros. contract.

1942-45 Faulkner works at Warner Bros. a total of twenty-six months.

1946 The Portable Faulkner, edited by Malcolm Cowley, is published by
Viking Press.

1947 Faulkner teaches six classes at University of Mississippi.

1948 Intruder in the Dust is published, and its screen rights are sold to
MGM. Faulkner is elected to the American Academy of Arts and
Letters.

1949 Knight’s Gambit is published. Intruder in the Dust is filmed in
Oxford.

1950 Faulkner receives American Academy’s Howells Medal for Fiction
and the 1949 Nobel Prize in Literature Collected Stories of William
Faulkner is published.

1951 Notes on a Horsethief is published. Faulkner receives the National
Book Award for Fiction for Collected Stories and the Legion of
Honor in New Orleans. Requiem for a Nun is published.

1951-54 Faulkner works on and off as a scriptwriter for Howard Hawks.

1952 Faulkner travels to France, England, and Norway.
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1954

Faulkner travels to Europe, Egypt, South America, and New York.

1955

Faulkner accepts National Book Award for Fiction for his novel 4
Fable, and he speaks at the University of Oregon and Montana State
University. A Fable wins the Pulitzer Prize. Big Woods is published.
Faulkner spends a month in Japan for the State Department, as a
cultural ambassador, and a month in Europe.

1957

Faulkner stays at the University of Virginia as the writer-in-residence.
He travels to Athens for two weeks, as a cultural ambassador for the
State Department, and accepts the Silver Medal of Greek Academy.
The Town is published.

1959

Faulkner breaks his collarbone in a fall from his horse. The Mansion
is published.

1960

Faulkner accepts appointment to become a University of Virginia
faculty member and wills his manuscripts to the William Faulkner
Foundation.

1961

Faulkner travels to Venezuela as a cultural ambassador for the State
Department.

1962

Faulkner makes a two-day visit to the US Military Academy at West
Point. He travels to New York to accept the National Institute of
Arts and Letters Gold Medal for Fiction. The Reivers is published.
Faulkner dies of a heart attack; he is buried in St. Peter’s Cemetery,
in Oxford, Mississippi.

1968

The Faulkner-Cowley File: Letter and Memories 1944—62 is pub-
lished.

1973

Flags in the Dust (which was the original version of Sartoris) is
published.
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