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ABSTRACT 

Man and Negro i s  b o t h  a  r e a l  and spur ious d i v i s i o n  t o  evoke when examining 

the s e n s i b i l i t i e s  o f  W i l l i a m  Faulkner 's  Southerners. For a l though i n  the 

Yoknapatawpha saga, t h e r e  i s  much t o  support  W.J. Cash's observa t ion  t h a t ,  

i n  the an tebe l lum South, "Negro entered i n t o  wh i te  man as  p ro found ly  as 

whi te man en te red  i n t o  Negro," there  i s  a l s o  much evidence t h a t  t h i s  syn- 

t hes i s  of be ing  was vehemently denied by Southerners. 

Faulkner makes the  elemental and repud ia ted  bond between wh i te  and 

black one of h i s  major  themes. I n  Absalom, Absalom! and i n  Go Down, Moses, 

the co-existence o f  b l a c k  and wh i te  Southerners i s  o f  paramount importance. 

The socio-economic d e n i a l  o f  the Negro, as we11 as t h e  t ragedy o f  such a  

den ia l ,  a re  c e n t r a l  concerns i n  the novels. I n  b o t h  n a r r a t i v e s ,  miscegena- 

t i o n  becomes emblematic o f  the wh i te  South's r e f u s a l  t o  g ran t  equal s ta tus  

to  a l l  i t s  people.  Hence the  o f f sp r i ng  o f  miscegenic coup l ings  - the  

co lo red Sutpens and McCasl i n s  - are  charac ters  who l a b o r  under a  t ragedy 

which i s  p r i v a t e  and p r o v i n c i a l ,  y e t  which a l s o  seems resonant  w i t h  un i ve r -  

sa l  overtones. 

And y e t ,  na i ve  s tudents  and experienced c r i t i c s  a1 i ke a r e  l e f t  

wondering about  the  u l t i m a t e  meaning o f  miscegenation i n  Faul k n e r ' s  novels.  

There are two reasons why a  d e f i n i t i v e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  miscegenation 

evades the reader :  F i r s t l y ,  the miscegenation theme i s  never  d e a l t  w i t h  

d i r e c t l y  o r  i n  i s o l a t i o n ;  secondly, t he  c e n t r a l  i n t e l l i g e n c e  of  the  n a r r a t i v e ,  

be t h a t  w r i t e r  o r  n a r r a t o r  o r  both combined, remains non-commi t t a l  , ambiva- 

l e n t  throughout.  

iii 



I n  Absalom, Absalom! the  miscegenation theme i s  yoked t o  i n c e s t ;  i n  

Go Down, Moses i t  i s  l i n k e d  n o t  o n l y  t o  i nces t ,  b u t  a l so  t o  ownership of 

the land - ownership o f  the  land,  l i k e  i n c e s t ,  being a s i n .  This strange 

yoking together  o f  i ssues  proves problemat ic .  For w h i l e  i t  i s  r e a d i l y  

ev ident  why miscegenat ion i s  employed t o  de l i nea te  the socio-economic 

shortcomings o f  the South, one cannot understand e x a c t l y  why miscegenation 

i s  l i n k e d  t o  ' s i n s ' .  Here the c e n t r a l  vo i ce  o f  t he  n a r r a t i v e s  i s  needed. 

And i t  i s  e x a c t l y  he re  t h a t  t h i s  vo i ce  cannot be detected. This causes no 

end o f  guesswork. Is miscegenation a s i n  by assoc ia t i on  w i t h  known s 

O r  i s  i t  s i n f u l  because o f  the South's den ia l  of the Negro? O r  cou ld  

t h a t  miscegenation i s  a s i n  fo r  no o t h e r  reason than the f i x e d  concep 

i n s ?  

i t  be 

t o f  

the Negro's i n e l i g i b i l i t y  t o  c o h a b i t  w i t h  wh i te?  There are no d e f i n i t e  

answers. 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n  

boundaries o f  the  p l a n t a t i o n ,  the Negro "occupied the 

domestic animal, w i t h o u t  w i l l  o r  r i g h t  o f  h i s  own. la 1 

was obv ious ly  t he  case, t h e  c h r o n i c l e r s  o f  Southern h  

myth ( i n  the l a t t e r  ins tance I am t h i n k i n g  p a r t i c u l a r  

Today i t  seems a  pseudo-dichotomy bo rde r ing  on t h e  r i d i c u l o u s :  Man 

and Negro. But  w i t h i n  t h e  borders o f  t he  an tebe l lum South, w i t h i n  the  

h i s t o r i c a l  M i s s i s s i p p i ,  o r  t he  legendary Yoknapatawpha, o r  the ungeographic 

South o f  the human psyche, t h e  apparent divorcement o f  whi t e  and b lack  

people from human f e l l o w s h i p  seems more a la rming than r i d i c u l o u s ,  and more 

t r a g i c  than e i t h e r .  To speak of  a  pseudo-dichotomy and t h e  apparent d ivorce-  

ment i s  t o  suggest t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  spur ious d i v i s i o n  here - t o  h i n t  a t  an 

undermining i r o n y ,  one which lends  i t s e l f  t o  t h e  absurd element o f  t he  

d i v i s i o n .  

The p l a n t a t i o n  ethos o f  t he  o l d  South i s  p a r t i a l l y  respons ib le  f o r  

the d i v i s i o n .  Southern h i s t o r i a n s ,  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  path c lea red  by  W .  3. Cash 

w i t h  h i s  s tudy  The Mind o f  t h e  South, a l l  seem t o  agree t h a t  w i t h i n  the 

p o s i t i o n  o f  a  mere 

And y e t ,  w h i l e  t h i s  

i s t o r y  and Southern 

l y  o f  W i l l i a m  

Faul kner )  , repeated ly  draw o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t he  elemental bond between 

b lack and wh i te  Southerners. Indeed a t  t imes i t  seems t o  be done u n w i t t i n g l y .  

For instance,  Cash def ines t h e  Negro as "one o f  t he  w o r l d ' s  g r e a t e s t  roman- 

t i c s  and one of  the  wor ld ' s  g r e a t e s t  hedonists . "  And o f  t he  w h i t e  Southener, 

e s p e c i a l l y  the  poor, he w r i t e s :  " the poor w h i t e  tu rned h i s  energies almost 

who1 l y  to  e l a b o r a t i n g  t h e  o l d  backcountry p a t t e r n  o f  amusement and d i s t i n c -  

t i o n  - became . . . one o f  t h e  most complete romant ics and one o f  t he  most 

complete hedonists  ever  recorded."* So i t  appears t h a t  under the  sk in ,  

b lack  and wh i te  Southerner shared r o m n  t i c  and h e d o n i s t i c  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  



p a r t i c u l a r  t o  t h e i r  na ture .  Ex te rna l l y ,  i n  the  m i l i e u  o f  the p l a n t a t i o n ,  

wh i te  i n f a n t s  were being suckled by b lack  mamnies, and o l d  Negroes were, 

fo r  the wh i te  boy, h i s  "most l oved  s t o r y - t e l l e r s " ,  w h i l e  the young robus t  

b lacks were "amng the  c h i e f e s t  heroes and mentors o f  h i s  boyhood." Cash 

observes t h a t  t h i s  togetherness fostered by p l a n t a t i o n  1  i f e  made the r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p  between b l a c k  and wh i te  "no th ing  l e s s  than o rgan ic . "  His nex t  remark - 
assuming i t  i s  c o r r e c t  - should p u t  an end t o  t h e  concept o f  Man and Negro, 

and i n s o f a r  as t h a t  concept can be a p p l i e d  t o  t h e  f i c t i o n  o f  Faulkner, 

render t h i s  s tudy  i n v a l i d :  "Negro", Cash says, "entered i n t o  wh i te  man as 

profoundly as w h i t e  man entered i n t o  Negro . . . 113 

While Faulkner d i d  n o t  sum up h i s  obse rva t i on  o f  the b lack-wh i te  

union i n  q u i t e  those words, he showed, throughout  t h e  v a s t  body o f  h i s  

Yoknapatawpha saga, t h a t  the bond was a  r e a l i t y .  One t h i n k s  o f  D i l sey  and 

the Compsons, M o l l y  and t h e  McCasl i n s ,  Louv in ia  and t h e  Sar to r ises . .  . . And 

i f  i t  can be argued t h a t  these f i g u r e s  a r e  a l l  f a i t h f u l  servants, whose 

func t i on  i s  t o  o rches t ra te  the  households o f  t h e i r  m s t e r s ,  and as such can- 

n o t  be c a l l e d  f o r t h  as rep resen ta t i ves  o f  some elemental bond between the 

races, then we can r e a d i l y  marshal up the  l i k e s  o f  Lucas and Zack - who 

spent t h e i r  boyhood f i s h i n g ,  hun t i ng  and s l e e p i n g  on a  p a l l e t  together;  o r  

we may c a l l  on John and Ringo, who n o t  o n l y  engaged i n  these a c t i v i t i e s ,  b u t  

went a  s t e p  f u r t h e r  t o  t ake  pot-shots a t  Yankee t roopers  together ,  and t o  

shout a f t e r  t he  same t roopers:  "The bastuds! . . . The bastuds! The b a s t ~ d s ! " ~  

Never mind t h a t  t h e  Yankees were i n  the  South t o  l i b e r a t e  Ringo. Yes, i n  the 

l i g h t  o f  a l l  such evidence, the argument p u t  f o r t h  here  should be f a l l a c i o u s .  

But  i t  i s  no t .  For if one i s  i n c l i n e d  t o  b e l i e v e  Cash when he w r i t e s  t h a t  

the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the two races on the p l a n t a t i o n  came t o  be "noth ing 



l e s s  than organic, "  and f i n d  i n  Faulkner 's  f i c t i o n  much t o  suppor t  such an 

observat ion, the  reader  a l s o  f i n d s  much evidence t o  t h e  con t ra ry .  And so 

the s i t u a t i o n  may b e s t  be descr ibed as a  paradox, one which reads l i k e  t h i s :  

I n  the Old South b lack  and w h i t e  1  i v e d  together  on the  p l a n t a t i o n ,  where 

"Negro en tered i n t o  wh i te  man as pro found ly  as w h i t e  m n  entered i n t o  Negro." 

There was no acceptable syn thes is  o f  be ing  however, f o r ,  1  i k e  the progeny o f  

b lack and wh i te ,  the  bond was repud ia ted  by  those who exper ienced i t  f i r s t  

hand. Understanding t h i s  i s  a  p r e r e q u i s i t e  t o  understanding the  Southerner 's 

perspect ive.  

And some know1 edge o f  t h e  Southerner 's  perspect ive ,  t h e  fo rces  which 

combined t o  i n f o r m  o r  i n f l u e n c e  h i s  s e n s i b i l i t y ,  i s  o f  c r i c i a l  importance t o  

the student  o f  W i l l i a m  Faul kner .  I t  i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  f rom t h e  Southerner 's  

p o i n t  o f  v iew t h a t  t h e  reader sees the comic and t r a g i c  experiences o f  the 

characters o f  Yoknapatawpha - the  " love  and honor and p i t y  and p r i d e  and 

compassion and s a c r i f i c e u 5  i n  t he  l i v e s  o f  a1 1  those who i n h a b i t  t he  county. 

For the i n t e r e s t e d  reader, a  journey through Fau lkner 's  my th i c  land, a  view o f  

the f a n t a s t i c  goings-on o f  i t s  i n s c r u t a b l e  populace, a  weary search f o r  an 

e lus i ve  answer t o  an a lmost  overwhelming Why o f  c i rcumstance and be ing  - a l l  

t h i s  propel one o u t  o f  legend i n t o  l i f e  f o r  an understanding.  And w h i l e  the 

reader must always be on guard when v e n t u r i n g  o u t s i d e  the  wor ld  o f  f i c t i o n  to 

gather m a t e r i a l  f o r  t h a t  wor ld  @p the wor ld  o f  f a c t ,  t h e r e  a r e  t i m s  when 

such a  t r i  p  must be made. This  i s  such a  t ime.  The s tuden t  o f  Faul kner must 

l ook  t o  the  i n h a b i t a n t  o f  the antebel lum South f o r  c lues  t o  understanding the 

behaviour a f  h i s  f i c t i o n a l  counterpar t .  Such h i s t o r i c a l  s t u d i e s  as those 

made by Cash, Genovese and Woodward, t o  name b u t  a  few, a r e  i n v a l u a b l e  when 

s e t t i n g  o u t  t o  t a c k l e  the  b l  ack-whi t e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  Faul k n e r ' s  characters,  



and t h a t  troublesome i ssue  so c e n t r a l  t o  Absalom, Absalom! and Go Down, Moses: 

miscegenation. 

Any a t tempt  t o  comprehend the Southern v iew i s  a i d e d  by f i r s t  cons ide r ing  

the basic  Southerner.  Peel i n g  away the l a y e r s  o f  mannerisms and a f fec ta t i ons  

Cash f inds the  Southerner,  a t  the  dawn of the  p l a n t a t i o n  era ,  "an exceedingly 

simple f e l l o w . "  A f t e r  o u t l i n i n g  the  o r i g i n s  of  the  Old South, he i n v i t e s  t h e  

reader 's  e v a l u a t i o n  o f  t he  m n  a t  t h e  center :  

S t r i k e  the  average o f  a l l  t h a t  I have sa id ,  and you g e t  as 
the bas i c  Southerner, o r  r a t h e r  more e x a c t l y ,  as the  core 
about which most Southerners of whatever degree were 1 i k e l y  
t o  be b u i l t ,  an exceedingly  s imple f e l l o w  - a backcountry 
p ioneer  farmer o r  the immediate descendant o f  such a farmer. 
A man indeed, who, because of one, two, o r  more generat ions 
i n  t he  bac kcount ry  was an even more uncomplex s o r t  than had 
been the  o r i g i n a l  immigrants from Europe. I n  some respects,  
perhaps as s imp le  a type as Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  has produced 
i n  modern times.6 

Cash goes on t o  p a i n t  a conv inc ing  p i c t u r e  o f  j u s t  such a r u s t i c :  a man who, 

l o n g  before he decided to emulate the Engl ish squ i rearchy ,  was fond o f  

hunt ing, wrest1 i ng ,  d r i n k i n g  "Gargantuan q u a n t i t i e s  o f  raw whiskey . . . 
because the t h i n g  was a l ready  i n  h i s  mores when he emerged from th.e backwoods." 

A t  h i s  best,  as the  p l a n t e r ,  he was "the n a t u r a l  f lower  o f  the backcountry 

grown prosperous"; a t  h i s  worst,  as the  poor wh i te ,  he was q u i t e  capable of  

l y i n g  "on h i s  back f o r  days and weeks, s t o r i n g  power as the  a i r  he breathed 

stores power under the sun o f  August, and then t o  explode, as t h a t  a i r  

explodes i n  a thunderstorm, i n  a v i o l e n t  o u t b u r s t  o f  emotion . .. . "' Since 

the p lan te r ,  t he  yeoman, and the  poor wh i te  o f t e n  shared the  common he r i t age  

of the backcountry (Cash goes t o  considerable l e n g t h  t o  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  the 

p l a n t e r  and the  poor w h i t e  were f r e q u e n t l y  r e l a t e d  by b lood as we1 1 1, i t  i s  by 

no means d i f f i c u l t  t o  conceive o f  the bas ic  Southerner as a s imp le  fe l low.  

What d i s t i n g u i s h e d  the  p l a n t e r  f rom the poor w h i t e  can be g i ven  i n  one word: 

ambit ion. 



I t  seems t h a t  w h i l e  amb i t i on  drove one s o r t  o f  s imple backcountry man to  

acqui re l a r g e  s l i c e s  o f  l a n d  f rom the  Indian,  t h e  l a c k  o f  i t  l e f t  the o t h e r  t o  

s e t t l e  down t o  heavy d r i n k i n g  and grand i loquent  dreams - such dreams t h a t  

made i t  poss ib le  f o r  h im t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  v i c a r i o u s l y  i n  the growing p r o s p e r i t y  

of the  p l a n t e r .  Nor d i d  h i s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  h i s  successfu l  neighbour 

s top here. A l l  r e p o r t s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  the  poor w h i t e  shared the  p l a n t e r ' s  

evo l v ing  sense o f  s u p e r i o r i t y  over  the b lack  man, as the  r i c h  lands and the 

co t ton  g in  ushered i n  the  p l a n t a t i o n  era. Soon t h i s  sense o f  s u p e r i o r i t y  be- 

came the p reva len t  f e e l i n g  o f  w h i t e  supremacy, which conso l i da ted  r i c h  and 

poor, even w h i l e  the  socio-economic gap between wh i tes ,  caused by t h e  p lan ta -  

t i o n ,  increased. This  movement, w i t h  i t s  a t tendan t  superc i  1  iousness , cannot 

be missed i n  the  f o l l o w i n g :  

Robbing h i m  [ t he  poor whi t e l  and degrading h im i n  so many 
ways, I t h e  p l a n t a t i o n ]  by s i n g u l a r  i r o n y ,  had simul taneously 
e leva ted  t h i s  common wh i te  t o  a  p o s i t i o n  comparable t o  t h a t  
o f ,  say, t he  Dor ic  k n i g h t  o f  a n c i e n t  Sparta. Not  o n l y  was he 
n o t  e x p l o i t e d  d i r e c t l y ,  he was h imsel f  made by  ex tens ion  a  
member o f  t h e  dominant c l a s s  - was lodged s o l i d l y  on a  tremendous 
s u p e r i o r i t y ,  which, however much the  b lacks  i n  the " b i g  house" 
might  sneer a t  him, and however much t h e i r  masters might  
p r i v a t e l y  agree w i t h  them, he could never  p u b l i c l y  l ose .  
Come what might ,  he would always be a  w h i t e  man. And before  
t h a t  v a s t  and capacious d i s t i n c t i o n ,  a l l  o the rs  were f o r e -  
shortened, dwarfed, and a1 1  b u t  ob l  i t e r a t e d .  

The grand outcome was the almost complete disappearance 
o f  the  masses.8 

There i s  the most l e t h a l  double i r o n y  a t  work here. For i f  the  b lack  servant  

i n  the p l a n t e r ' s  manor sneered a t  the  poor w h i t e  because he lacked h i s  master 's  

a f f l u e n c y  (which he, the servant ,  shared i n  by v i r t u e  of  the  f a c t  t h a t  he was 

i n  " the b i g  house"), th'e poor wh i te  could, and d id ,  bask i n  the p l a n t e r ' s  

economic glow w i t h  t h e  sense o f  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  " the common brotherhood o f  

wh i te  men.''9 C lea r l y ,  t h i s  sense o f  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  a  common brotherhood, 

and i n  the r e a l  and imagined g l o r y  o f  the p l a n t a t i o n ,  went a  l o n g  way i n  



forming a  Southern pe rspec t i ve  - one i n  which the  enslaved Negro appeared 

a l i e n ,  unequal t o  t he  w h i t e  man, s ince  eve ry th ing  about h i s  ex i s tence  on the 

p l a n t a t i o n  c la imed h im  f o r  a  beast  o f  burden, o r  a t  best ,  a  "dressed up 

n igger "  i n  the b i g  house.'' Once such an o u t l o o k  took shape, t h e  Southerner, 

as tenacious as he was romant ic ,  cou ld  n o t  l e t  go o f  h i s  pe rcep t i on  o f  b lacks 

as i n f e r i o r ,  perhaps n o t  even q u i t e  human b u t  a  sub-species. And i t  d i d  n o t  

mat te r  how many w h i t e  i n f a n t s  were suck led  by b lack  mammies, o r  how many 

boys played w i t h  and were e n t e r t a i n e d  by Negroes, t h e  idea o f  r a c i a l  supremacy 

and r a c i a l  i n f e r i o r i t y  c r y s t a l  i zed .  "One race cannot s y s t e m  t i c a l l y  enslave 

members o f  another  ," w r i t e s  Eugene Genovese, "w i thou t  a c q u i r i n g  a  conscious 

o r  unconscious f e e l  i n g  o f  r a c i a l  s u p e r i o r i t y .  Ill 1 

Other forces a1 so n u r t u r e d  racism. Genovese observes t h a t :  "Color 

p re jud ice ,  b lood p r i d e ,  and o t h e r  forms o f  e t h n o c e n t r i c i t y  preceded s l a v e r y  

and prepared the way f o r  rac ism, understood as an i deo logy  o f  oppression and 

subordinat ion.  "I2 One e m t i o n a l  a t t i t u d e  which d i d  n o t  precede s lave ry ,  b u t  

which nonetheless in fo rmed t h e  Southern perspect ive ,  arose d i r e c t l y  as the  

r e s u l t  o f  the p l a n t e r ' s  s p a t i a l  i s o l a t i o n .  Obviously, if one owned a  

hundred square m i les  o f  l a n d  the  neares t  neighbour would be some d is tance 

away. It fo l lows then t h a t  t h e  l o n e l y  p l a n t e r ,  thrown c o n s t a n t l y  i n  on 

himself, became a  l a w  unto  the  p l a n t e r .  The i s o l a t i o n  o f  the  p l a n t a t i o n  

fed  r a t h e r  than s ta rved  h i s  power. We l e a r n  t h a t  

. . . the p l a n t a t i o n  tended t o  f i n d  i t s  c e n t e r  i n  i t s e l f :  
t o  be an independent s o c i a l  u n i t ,  a  se l f - con ta ined  and 
l a r g e l y  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  l i t t l e  wor ld  o f  i t s  own. I n  i t s  
beginnings, t o  be sure, i t  o f ten  r e q u i r e d  some degree o f  
communal e f f o r t ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  if the would-be p l a n t e r  had 
few o r  no s laves.  B u t  once the f o r e s t  was c u t  and t h e  
stumps grubbed up, once the seed were i n  a  few t imes and 
the ha rves t  home a  few t imes, once he had a  Negro o r  two 
a c t u a l l y  a t  work - once the p l a n t a t i o n  was proper1 carved 
o u t  and on i t s  way, then the  wor ld  m igh t  go hang. 13 



The p l a n t a t i o n  and i t s  i n h a b i t a n t s  then became symbol ic o f  economic au ta rky  - 

a  tang ib le  microcosm o f  what would become the Southern i d e a l  o f  a  prosperous, 

s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  s t a t e  (a n o t i o n  which was, we remember, the  f i r s t  cause of 

the C i v f l  War), c u t  o f f  f rom t h e  r e s t  o f  America. As the  very  h e a r t  o f  the 

South, s u s t a i n i n g  i t s  i n h a b i t a n t s  on r i c h e s  pumped f rom t h e  ear th ,  the 

p l a n t a t i o n  n o t  o n l y  brought  the p l a n t e r  the glow o f  economic hea l th ,  but,  as 

i f  the very c o t t o n  t h a t  made h im poss ib le  brought  w i t h  i t  i n t o x i c a t i n g  opiates,  

the  p l a n t a t i o n  quickened h i s  sense of supremacy as e f f e c t i v e l y  as i t  deadened 

h i s  moral response t o  the Negro. As l i f e  a l l  around h im consp i red  t o  make 

him co t ton  King, how on e a r t h  cou ld  "an exceed ing ly  s imp ly  f e l l o w "  n o t  be1 i e v e  

t h a t  he must have done something r i g h t ,  t h a t  h i s  was the r i g h t  way, t h a t  he 

had the r i g h t  t o  be s u p e r i o r ?  

If a moribund m o r a l i t y  o c c a s i o n a l l y  s t i r r e d  i t s e l f ,  t h e  p l a n t e r  cou ld  

f i n d  solace i n  t h e  propaganda o f  such p ros lave ry  spokesmen as George Fitzhugh: 

"To secure t r u e  progress ," he t o l d  h i s  f e l l ow  s laveho lders ,  "We must u n f e t t e r  

genius, and cha in  down rnediocri t y .  L i b e r t y  f o r  t h e  few - Slavery, i n  every 

form, f o r  the  mass! "14 Such an e l i t i s t ,  q u a s i - l i b e r a l  i deo logy  n o t  o n l y  

presupposes t h a t  genius i s  n o t  t o  be found among the  mass, i t  seems an odious 

t rapp ing  from t h e  Old World, n o t  f i t t e d  t o  the  American Adam. l5 ~ u t  i n s o f a r  

as the p l a n t e r  a s p i r e d  t o  a r i s t o c r a t i c  s ta tus ,  i t  was an ideo logy  t h a t  f i t t e d  

him w e l l .  Genovese examines the r a t i o c i n a t i o n  o f  F i  tzhugh and h i s  fo l lowers  

when c a l l e d  upon t o  j u s t i f y  the s laveho lde r :  "Repeatedly, i f  inadve r ten t l y ,  

he re turned t o  t h e  ma t te r  o f  cha in ing  down. L i k e  Dostoyevsky's Grand 

I n q u i s i t o r ,  he saw h i s  f e l l o w  s laveho lders  as guardians of  a  mystery: Man 

wants the s e c u r i t y  of  those chains b u t  does n o t  know it. !kin must be chained 

down f o r  h i s  own, good - t o  r e a l  i ze h i s  own i n n e r  w i  11. "16 Indeed t h e r e  



i s  a  shrewdness here, a  p e r s p i c a c i t y  t h a t  r i v a l s  t h a t  o f  the Grand I n q u i s i t o r  

o f  The Bro thers  Karamazov, when he reasons t h a t :  "They w i l l  marvel a t  us 

and l ook  on us as gods, because we a re  ready t o  endure the freedom which 

they have found so dreadfu l  and t o  r u l e  over  them - so awful i t w i  11 seem t o  

them t o  be f ree."  When t h i s  reasoning i s  appl ie,d, n o t  s imp ly  t o  p ros lavery  

propaganda, b u t  t o  t h e  p l a n t a t i o n  ethos,  which o f  course in formed a l l  pro-  

s lave ry  t r a c t s ,  one d iscovers what amounts t o  a  Sar t rean i n a u t h e n t i c i t y  

d e l i b e r a t e l y  being fos te red  by t h e  s laveho lde r .  For he recognizes man's 

re luc tance t o  assume responsi b i  1  i ty  f o r  h i s  freedom, and n u r t u r e s  t h a t  r e l u c -  

tance t o  keep h im submissive fo r  h i s ,  t h e  s laveho lde r ' s ,  advantage. And 

a l l  a long p roca l im ing  t o  the  s lave,  t o  s o c i e t y ,  t o  t he  world, t h a t  i t  i s  f o r  

the s l a v e ' s  own good. "To have heard them t a l  k , "  Cash says, "you would have 

thought t h a t  the s o l e  reason some o f  these p l a n t e r s  h e l d  t o  s l a v e r y  was l o v e  

and duty  t o  the  b lack  man, t h e  earnest ,  devoted w i l l  n o t  o n l y  t o  ge t  h im 

i n t o  heaven b u t  a l s o  t o  make him happy i n  the  world." ' ' ]  I t  i s  a l l  so shrewd, 

so cunning, t h a t  the reader begins t o  l o s e  s i g h t  of  the s imple r u s t i c  from 

the backcountry, and t o  gaze i n  awe - r i g h t  a long  w i t h  every yeoman and poor 

whi te - a t  what seems n o t h i n g  s h o r t  o f  a  most p rod ig ious  metamorphosis. 

A c q u i s i t i v e  coon-hun t e r  dons r i d i n g  coat ,  surveys h i s  hundred acres - which 

he go t  by hook o r  by crook,  perhaps by g i v i n g  an o l d  Ind ian  a  few picayunes, 

a  r e d  man who, never having be l i eved  t h a t  t he  e a r t h  was h i s  o r  any man's 

t o  s e l l  o r  buy, and l i k i n g  the way the  l i g h t  caught the  metal - o r  knowing 

t h a t  h i s  w i fe  o r  daughter would - todk the co ins  and went on h i s  way. L e f t  

w i t h  one hundred acres o f  prime land,  ou r  r u s t i c  f r i e n d  immediate ly  s e t  h i s  

band of  Negroes t o  work. So t h a t  now, one genera t ion  l a t e r ,  he s i t s  on h i s  

horse, surveys h i s  es ta te ,  nods con ten ted l y  as t h e  balmy breeze comes o f f  



the blooming c o t t o n ,  and r i d e s  o f f ,  a  f i n e  f i g u r e  o f  a  man, i n t o  the ranks 

o f  the Confederate army. How easy f o r  h i s  admirers, and a l l  those who p a r t i  - 
c ipa te  v i c a r i o u s l y  i n  h i s  marvelous t ransformat ion,  t o  j o i n  forces w i t h  him 

aga ins t  the Yankee; t o  make h i s  way t h e i r  way, t o  u n i t e ,  t o  fo rge  a  unique 

perspect ive, a  Southern s e n s i b i l i t y ,  t o  t ake  p r i d e  i n  a  r e a l  and myth ic  

achievement! How easy t o  pass from f a c t  t o  f i c t i o n ,  t o  t e l l  t a l l  t a les ,  

romances, legends, of  t h a t  f i n e  f i gu re  i n  the f i n e  coat !  The Southerner d i d  

j u s t  t h a t .  Cash b r i l l i a n t l y  encapsulates t h e  legend o f  t h e  antebel lum 

South and the p l a n t e r  - h i s  second metamorphosis, as i t  were: 

I t  was a  s o r t  o f  stage p iece o u t  o f  the e igh teen th  century,  
wherein ges tu r i ng  gent1 emen move so f t -spoken ly  a g a i n s t  a  back- 
ground o f  rose gardens and duel  i n g  grounds, through always g a l l a n t  
deeds, and l o v e l y  l ad ies ,  i n  t h e  f a r t h i n g a l e s ,  never f o r  a  
moment l o s t  t h a t  e x q u i s i t e  remoteness which has been the  dream 
of a l l  men and the  possession of none. I t s  s o c i a l  p a t t e r n  was 
manor ia l ,  i t s  c i v i l i z a t i o n  t h a t  o f  the  Cava l ie r ,  i t s  r u l i n g  
c l a s s  an a r i s t o c r a c y  coextensive w i t h  the  p l a n t e r  group - men 
o f ten  e n t i t l e d  t o  quar te r  the r o y a l  arms o f  S t .  George and 
S t .  Andrew on t h e i r  sh ie lds ,  and i n  every case descended f rom 
the  o l d  g e n t l e f o l k  who f o r  many c e n t u r i e s  had made up the 

- r u l i n g  c lasses  o f  Europe. 
They d w e l t  i n  l a r g e  and s t a t e l y  mansion, p r e f e r a b l y  

wh i te  and w i t h  columns and Grecian e n t a b l a t u r e .  Thei r  es ta tes  
were feudal baronies, and t h e i r  s o c i a l  l i f e  a  t h i n g  o f  Old 
World splendor and del icacy.18 

Such i s  the legend o f  the Old South t h a t  bubbled i n t o  b e i n g  i n  the imaginat ion 

o f  the Southerner. Aga ins t  such a  resp lendent  v i s i o n ,  i t  i s  r e a d i l y  apparent 

how low the e a r t h y  Negro - dressed as he was i n  n o t h i n g  b u t  the p r i m i t i v e  

garb o f  h i s  innocence and s i m p l i c i - t y  - must have appeared t o  a  mind capable 

o f  such grand i loquent  c o n j u r i n g .  L i t t l e  wonder t h a t ,  as the p l a n t e r  p u t  on 

l a y e r  upon l a y e r  o f  a r i s t o c r a t i c  c l o t h i n g ,  and saw t o  i t  t h a t  t he  Negro 

remained as c l o s e  t o  t h e  e a r t h  as a mule o r  an ox, t h a t  he found i t  impossib le 

t o  view the b l a c k  man as h i s  b ro ther .  I t  was a  d e n i a l  - n o t  s imp ly  the  denia l  

o f  the Negro, b u t  a  den ia l  o f  innocence and s i m p l i c i t y ,  o f  man's fundamental 



nature: a repudiation of his bond t o  the ear th,  of which the Negro was 

emblematic. The white Southerner seemed content to trade his genuine coon- 

hunter's garb f o r  fake a r i s toc ra t i c  finery, to swell with a l l  the false  

dignity and a l l  the fa l se  pride such dress gives r i s e  to .  

One should bear i n  mind  the be l ie fs ,  a t t i t udes  and af fec ta t ions ,  mde 

possible by the plantation, when reading the work of William Faulkner. For 

the plantation ethos i s  everywhere in evidence i n  the thinking of his charac- 

ters .  I t  i s  p a r t i a l l y  responsible for  the conf l i c t  between the races; i t  i s  

w h a t  makes the acknowledgement of familial t i e s  between black and white 

impossible fo r  the  s i r e s  of the Sutpen and the McCaslin dynasties,  and i t  i s  

certainly what makes the ac t  of miscengenation a s i n ,  one which resounds 

l ike  the l a s t  taboo. B u t  since the plantation ethos only part ly  explains 

the white Southerner's negative response to the Negro, we are  l e f t  with the 

question: what other  contributing factor  i s  there? What other element 

causes miscengenation to be viewed as a s in?  Naive students and experienced 

c r i t i c s  a1 i ke tend to throw up the i r  hands in desperation a t  t h i s  point, o r  

to nod in agreement with Shreve when he expresses to  Quentin his own incompre- 

hension, agreeing tha t  "we d o n t  l i v e  among defeated grandfathers and freed 

slaves . . . to be always reminding us to  never forget";  o r  to nod with 

Quentin when he so accurately s t a t e s  exactly what the reader experiences as 

he or she wearily, i f  fascinatingly,  wanders through Yoknapa tawpha : "you 

would have to be born there." Yes: while the non-Southerner may sympathize 

with the Southerner (.and Faulkner often makes i t  next to impossible not to), 

the outsider can never quite comprehend the Southerner's frame of mind, or 

ful ly  appreciate h i s  anguish. In t h i s  may well l i e  the power and the 

efficacy of the novels. For while the reader may be fascinated by such 



p o r t r a i t s  as those o f  Thomas Sutpen and o l d  Carothers McCasl i n ,  those tangled, 

web-l ike r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t h a t  ensnare a l l  around them, and a l l  who come i n  t h e i r  

wake, even w h i l e  f a s c i n a t i o n  a t  t imes g ives way t o  weariness, as the reader 

b rea th less l y  mounts h i  11 a f t e r  h i l l  o f  convoluted prose, and even when 

sympathy f o r  the  Southerner s t i r s ;  y e t  such sympathy does n o t  s p r i n g  from, 

o r  g ive way to ,  any sense of complete understanding. So t h a t  l o n g  a f t e r  one 

reads the l a s t  word o f ,  say, Absalom, Absalom! the  enigma which fasc ina ted  

i n  the f i r s t  p lace,  remains. 

What i s  e a s i l y  understood i s  t h i s :  The Southerner 's  anguish, which 

occas iona l l y  renders h im o r  he r  u n i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  even lugubr ious ,  f requen t l y  

appears t o  be the h y s t e r i c a l  h o r r o r  o f  a tormented psyche. Consider Rosa 

C o l d f i e l d ' s  s o l i l o q u y ,  when C l y t i e  t r i e s  t o  s top  he r  f rom d i s c o v e r i n g  the  

body o f  the murdered Bon : 

I know o n l y  t h a t  my e n t i r e  being seemed t o  r u n  a t  b l i n d  f u l l  
t i l t  i n t o  something monstrous and immobile, w i t h  a shocking 
impact  t oo  soon and too  qu i ck  t o  be mere amazement and outrage 
a t  t h a t  b lack  a r r e s t i n g  and unt imorous hand on my wh i te  woman's 
f l e s h .  Because t h e r e  i s  something i n  the touch o f  f l e s h  w i t h  
f l e s h  which abrogates, c u t s  sharp and s t r a i g h t  across the  
devious i n t r i c a t e  channels o f  decorous order ing ,  which enemies 
as we1 1 as l o v e r s  know because i t  makes them b o t h  - touch and 
touch o f  t h a t  which i s  the c i t a d e l  of  the c e n t r a l  I-Am's 
p r i v a t e  own:not s p i r i t ,  soul ; the 1 i q u o r i s h  and ung i rd1  ed mind 
i s  anyone's t o  take  i n  any darkened ha l lway o f  t h i s  e a r t h l y  
tenement. But  l e t  f l e s h  touch w i t h  f lesh,  and watch the f a l l  
of a l l  the eggshel l  sh ibbo le th  o f  caste and c o l o r  too.  Yes, 
I stopped dead - no woman's hand, no negro 's  hand, b u t  b i t t e d  
b r i d l e - c u r b  t o  check and guide the fu r i ous  and unbending w i l l  - 
I c r y i n g  n o t  t o  her ,  t o  it; speaking t o  i t  through the  negro, 
the  woman, o n l y  because of t he  shock which was n o t  y e t  outrage 
because i t  would be t e r r o r  soon, expect ing  and r e c e i v i n g  no 
answer because we bo th  knew i t  was n o t  t o  her  I spoke: 'Take 
your  hand o f f  me, nigger!  '19 

For a l l  the f low o f  language, . . "something monstrous and immobile," i s  never 

f u l l y  a r t i c u l a t e d .  I't remains an uny ie ld ing ,  myster ious "it" t h a t  provokes 

the f r u s t r a t e d  Miss C o l d f i e l d  t o  a r a c i s t  response. This  nebulous, irksome, 



subterranean "it" sur faces  elsewhere i n  Absalom,Absalom! and always i t  

surfaces d u r i n g  a  b lack-whi  t e  con f ron ta t i on  .20 The outcome i s  t h a t  the 

focus s h i f t s  f rom t h e  o s t e n s i b l e  c o n f l i c t  between t h e  races t o  some impene- 

t r a b l e  plane deep w i t h i n  the Southerner 's  mind. 

Bernard De Voto, i n  h i s  essay " W i t c h c r a f t  i n  M i s s i s s i p p i  ," gives 

expression t o  h i s  sense o f  bewilderment over  the r e l a t i o n s h i p s  o f  the  Sutpens 

i n  a  se r ies  o f  ques t ions :  

Why do the c h i l d r e n  su f fe r  so? 
Why d i d  Rosa's f a t h e r  t r e a t  her  t h a t  way? 
Why d i d  J u d i t h  and C l y t i e  t r e a t  Et ienne t h a t  way? 
Jus t  what revenge o r  e x p i a t i o n  was Et ienne wreaking on 
wh i tes  and Negroes i n  t h a t  Joe Christmas s e r i e s  o f  at tempts 
a t  s e l f - i m m o l a t i o n ?  . . . Just  what e m t i o n ,  compulsion, 
obsession, o r  immediate c l a i r v o y a n t  p a t t e r n  o f  impotence 
p lus  regenera t i on  p lus  pure e v i l  may be invoked t o  e x p l a i n  
the behav ior  o f  Charles Bon, f o r  which n e i t h e r  exper ience 
nor  the  psychology o f  t he  unconscious nor  any l o g i c  o f  the 
h e a r t  o r  mind can supp ly  an explanat ion?21 

Such c r i t i c a l  befuddlement i s  n o t  uncommon among Faul kne r ' s  audience. W i th in  

the context  o f  Yoknapatawpha, where- one i s  f o rced  to c l i m b  steep prose h i l l s ,  

t o  watch charac ters  sur face on waves o f  r h e t o r i c ,  t h e  mind o f  t he  Southerner 

remains i n e x p l i c a b l e .  And i t  i s  deep w i t h i n  the mind, t h a t  ungeographic 

South o f  the psyche, t h a t  the  complete answer t o  our  overwhelming Why i s  

locked away. I t  i s  t h i s  r e g i o n  which De Yoto, desp i te  h imse l f ,  a t tempts t o  

i nves t i ga te .  Observing t h a t  "Mr.  Faul kner i s  e x p l o r i n g  t h e  p r i m i t i v e  

v io lence of the unconscious mind," De Voto asser ts  t h a t  t he  mind here i s :  

" the wor ld  o f  sub1 i m i n a l  g u i l t  and revenge." Eventua l ly ,  he g i ves  way t o  

Faul kner 's  own incomparable d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  the psyche: i t  i s  a  "shadowy 

miasmic region," "amoral e v i l  ' s  undev ia t i ng  abso lu te  ," "quicksand of  n i g h t -  

mare," " the see th ing  and anonymous miasmal mass which i n  a l l  the  years o f  

t ime has taught  i t s e l f  no boon o f  death. ''22 But  naming t h e  reg ion ,  a s s e r t i n g  



t h a t  Faul kner i s  exploring a  psyche, which he himself describes to  us in such 

unflattering terms t h a t  we cannot help b u t  see  i t  as a  t e r r ib l e  place, a l l  

t h i s  does not illuminate what i s  going on, or  o f fe r  up  the answer which 

that region holds. Ultimately, i t  can only be said tha t  th i s  t e r r i to ry  seems 

a  horr i f ic  sea t  of horrors, a place where no rational analysis i s  applicable. 

This study then wi 11 not attempt to speculate about the "shadowy 

miasmic region." Rather, the focus will be on miscegenation, and the way i t  

i s  employed in Absalom,Absalom! and Go Down, Moses to delineate the social 

a n d  moral shortcomings of the South in i t s  dealings with the Negro. For 

miscegenation, repeatedly yoked to  incest  and viewed as a  s i n ,  betrays just  

how vehement was the denial of an organic relat ionship,  a  denial rooted in 

the fixed concept of the Negro's i n e l i g i b i l i t y  to  cohabit with white. 



The Sutpen Family A1 bum 

They a re  as ch imer i ca l ,  as  f a n t a s t i c ,  as the  p rod ig ious  v i s i o n s  of 

c h i l d r e n  and geniuses o f  i n s c r u t a b l e  i n t e n t ,  and so they  seem l a r g e ,  

i n h a b i t i n g  a t ime and space of  a p a r t i c u l a r  psyche, o r  a legendary l a n d  - 
one which i s  beyond the ho r i zon  - o u t  of  reach o f  the mean understanding o f  

mere men: they a re  the Sutpens o f  Yoknapatawpha. Four evolve o u t  o f  the 

issue o f  miscegenation, which, combined w i t h  f r a t r i c i d e  and attempted i nces t ,  

form the  c e n t r i p e t a l  f o r c e  o f  Absalom, Absalom! Indeed i t  can be s a i d  

t h a t  miscegenation, i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  i s  the  l i f e  force of  Charles Bon and 

C l y t i e ,  Charles Et ienne de S a i n t  V e l e r y  Bon, and Jim Bond. And so the 

t ransformat ion f rom Tssue t o  cha rac te r  i s  r e a l  i zed .  

Such t rans format ion  i s  n o t  an uncommon approach among n o v e l i s t s .  But 

i n  Absalom, Absalom! , when the  issue i s  person i f ied ,  the  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n  

remains as enigmat ic  as the  issue.  Observing Bon o r  C l y t i e ,  Et ienne o r  

Jim, the reader cannot ove r look  the  importance o f  miscegenation here. Yet, 

w h i l e  the importance o f  the  i ssue  i s  apparent,  w h i l e  the  reader can e a s i l y  

grasp i t s  c e n t r a l i t y  i n  t he  Sutpen drama, i t s  u l t i m a t e  meaning i s  n o t  as 

e a s i l y  d i s c e r n i b l e  from the  t e x t .  Me lv in  Seiden puts  the  problem t o  the 

reader t h i  s  way: 

Faulkner, no to r i ous  f o r  h i s  "decadent" preoccupat ion 
w i t h  i n c e s t  has taken us down a b l i n d  a l l e y  w i t h  the 
p u t a t i v e l y  c r u c i a l  theme of  t he  Bon-Judi t h  i n c e s t ,  
o n l y  t o  subver t  t h a t  theme and t ransform i t  i n t o  the 
r a c i s t  obsession w i t h  miscegenation. But  what 
e x a c t l y  i s  he say ing  about  miscegenat ion? l  



And Bernard De Voto observes t h a t :  

I n  s p i t e  o f  h i s  enormous l abour  t o  e l u c i d a t e  these two 
mula t toes  [Christmas and Char les1 and t h e i r  f e e l  i ngs  
and t h e i r  symbolism i n  soc ie t y ,  they  a r e  never e luc ida ted .  
What i s  i t  t h a t  bubbles through those minds, what i s  i t  
t h a t  d r i v e s  them, what a re  they f e e l i n g ,  what a r e  they 
t r y i n g  t o  do, what do they mean? You cannot  t e l l ,  f o r  you 
do n o t  know. A f a i r  conc lus ion  i s  t h a t  you do n o t  know 
because M r .  Faul kner does n o t  know .2 

This k ind  o f  c r i t i c a l  ques t ion ing  and response i s  p r e d i c t a b l e .  I t does 

appear t h a t  a f t e r  g i v i n g  form and shape t o  the  den ia l  o f  the  Negro - 
through the miscegenation theme - even a f t e r  the theme i s  embodied i n  charac- 

te rs ,  Faulkner does n o t  g i v e  us meaning. 

One cannot h e l p  b u t  wonder i f  h i s  re luc tance,  o r  h i s  i n a b i l i t y ,  t o  make 

a statement i n  h i s  own vo i ce  i s  respons ib le  fo r  t he  n a r r a t i v e  technique - a 

technique devoid o f  an o m n i s i i e n t  eye - and where a u t h o r i t a t i v e  i n t r u s i o n s  

v i r t u a l l y  do n o t  e x i s t .  Whi le such a form i n v i t e s  t h e  reader ' s  a c t i v e  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  the s t o r y ,  i t  a l s o  encourages guesswork, a k i n d  o f  h ide-  

and seek game i n  which the reader s c u r r i e s  about, l o o k i n g  f o r  the w r i t e r  

among the  n a r r a t o r s ,  over  and above the o thers .  Such a c t i v i t y  i s  dangerous. 

To t ry  t o  equate Faul kner w i t h  any o f  h i s  n a r r a t o r s  i s  as r i s k y  as t r y i n g  

t o  equate the e l u s i v e  Jonathan S w i f t  o f  "A Modest Proposal " w i  t h  h i s  

n a r r a t o r .  

There are,  o f  course, advantages t o  be gained by  c r e a t i n g  personas to  

t e l l  a s t o r y  - e s p e c i a l l y  when the themat ic  concern o f  t h a t  s t o r y  i s  as 

v o l a t i l e  an i ssue  as miscegenation. O b j e c t i v i t y  th rough d i s tance  and an 

unbiased p resen ta t i on  o f  b iased p o i n t s  o f  views o f  the  populace are  two 

b e n e f i t s  which immediate ly  come t o  mind. Also, t h e  technique should - 
though, s t r a n g e l y  enough, here i t  seldom succeeds - ensure the w r i t e r  

p r o t e c t i o n  f rom t h e  wra th  of  the  audience. Because he i s  immediate ly  



accessible, the  persona, t h e  middle man, should t a k e  the heat,  the blows, 

should v io lence  e r u p t  i n  the crowds: t he  persona, n o t  t h e  w r i t e r ,  i s  i n  l i n e  

f o r  abuse as s u r e l y  as t h e  poor messenger who brought  bad t i d i n g s  t o  ho t -  

headed monarchs o f  o l d .  Faulkner sends n o t  one b u t  f o u r  messengers w i t h  the 

t a l e  o f  Absalom,Absalom!, and the i n d i g n a n t  mmbers o f  h i s  audience should 

l ook  c l o s e l y  a t  these messengers before h u r l i n g  verba l  abuse a t  t h e  w r i t e r ,  

1  i ke so many r o t t e n  eggs and tomatoes. 

F i r s t  t h e r e  i s  Miss Rosa Co ld f i e ld :  an i ndomi tab le  Southern s p i n s t e r  

whose na r ra t i on ,  f o r  the most pa r t ,  i s  a  s t range amalgam o f  the Gothic and 

the Shakespearean. Her vo ice  i s  so s h r i l l y  dogmatic t h a t  i t  alone i s  

enough t o  make h e r  the most formidable s p i n s t e r  o f  Yoknapatawpha. Then there  

i s  M r .  Compson, who l e a r n t  the  Sutpen s t o r y  f rom h i s  f a t h e r .  L i ke  Miss 

Co ld f ie ld ,  M r .  Compson represents a type: he i s  t he  genteel  Southerner, and 

he has, among h i s  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  as a  n a r r a t o r ,  n o t  o n l y  geographic p rox imi ty ,  

b u t  a  keen i n t e l l e c t  and a  g i f t  f o r  o r a t o r y .  Then come Quen t in  Compson, 

M r .  Compson's son, and Shreve McCannon, t he  Canadian. Quent in  and Shreve 

are rep resen ta t i ves  o f  youth, o f  Nor thern and Southern thought and percept ion.  

As s e n s i t i v e  young men they a re  w e l l  equipped t o  n a r r a t e  the Henry-Bon 

segment of  t h e  Sutpen s to ry ,  f o r  they  possess an immediate understanding o f  

the r e a l i t y  o f  the  young male - an understanding imposs ib le  f o r  Miss C o l d f i e l d  - 
and one which M r .  Compson may have f o r g o t t e n .  

The four  n a r r a t o r s  can j u s t  as e a s i l y  be termed photographers as they 

can be termed messengers. L i s t e n i n g  t o  them t e l l  o f  Thomas Sutpen, h i s  

wives, c h i l d r e n  and a l l  those assoc ia ted  w i t h  him, we d i scove r  t h a t  sound 

becomes v i s i o n ,  and i n  each o f  the four ins tances ,  sound becomes v i s i o n  

d i f f e r e n t l y .  These a re  by no means amazing o r  unique d i scove r ies .  Sound, 



the word, i n e v i t a b l y  becomes v i s i o n ,  the image. I t  i s  imposs ib le  t o  n a r r a t e  

a  s t o r y  w i t h o u t  t h i s  process t a k i n g  place. S i m i l a r l y ,  s i nce  no two t e l l e r s  

a re  exac t l y  a1 i ke, no two s t o r i e s  can be. The reader i s  g iven f o u r  vers ions 

of one ta le ,  o r  one t a l e  f i l t e r e d  through f o u r  p a i r s  o f  eyes, f o u r  1  enses. 3 

Each i n  t u r n  prov ides  the  reader w i t h  p i c t u r e s  o f  t h e  Sutpens. Obviously, 

no one provides a  ' t r u e '  s e t  o f  images. A l l  the p i c t u r e s  a r e  biased, 

incomplete. And i t  i s  sheer f o l l y  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  because we can - indeed 

must - combine the images offered, we w i l l  a r r i v e  a t  a  complete and accurate 

view of the Sutpens. No such percept ion  i s  poss ib le .  A few images caught 

and f i x e d  on a  page can o n l y  t e l l  t h e  r e a d e r  t h a t ,  a t  one mment  i n  t ime, 

the  sub jec t  appeared t o  the viewer j u s t  so. The moment passes; t h e  sub jec t  

moves, s t r i k e s  ano the r  pose, makes another  face o r  gesture t h a t  goes unrecorded, 

a long w i t h  a  myr iad o f  such movements. I t  i s  somewhere among t h e  count less 

expressions t h a t  the  t r u t h  i s  t o  be found. The escapabi l  i ty  o f  ' t r u e  

charac ter '  then i s  ev iden t .  Consequently, i t  fo l lows t h a t  i n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  

the issue of mixed b lood - an i ssue  so c e n t r a l  t o  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  i n  t h i s  

novel - one must t r e a d  c a u t i o u s l y .  And t h i s  i s  p r e c i s e l y  why t h e  reader 

yearns f o r  omnipotent  guidance, longs t o  g e t  beyond the  personas t o  the 

w r i t e r ,  f e e l s  a t  t imes annoyed, a t  t imes f r u s t r a t e d  on r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  no 

omniscient guide w i l l  p o i n t  t h e  way. But f i n a l l y ,  hopefu l l y ,  t he  reader 

comes t o  terms w i t h  the  n a r r a t i v e ,  w i t h  the mute photographs and the  

c o n f l  i c t i n g  vo ices .  

The photographs which concern us here a re  those o f  Thomas Sutpen and 

h i s  Negro progeny - t h a t  " i r o n i c  f e c u n d i t y  of  dragon's  t e e t h "  (p. 62) .  

We must begin by v iew ing  Sutpen himself ,  f o r  n o t  o n l y  i s  he the  father ,  

the one respons ib le  for  t h e  miscegenation, he i s  a1 so the  l a rge r - than -1  i f e  



pro tagon is t  of  the nove l .  I n  him we f i n d  an exce l  l e n t  example o f  the back- 

woodsman grown prosperous, the  p l a n t e r  who, regard1 ess o f  how ' d i f f e r e n t '  

the Compsons and t h e  Co ld f i e lds  and a l l  the county f o l k  t h i n k  he i s  from 

themselves, i s  t o t a l l y  imbued w i t h  the values and a f f e c t a t i o n s  o f  the 

p l a n t e r  community. Indeed, had Sutpen n o t  e x i s t e d  i n  t he  g r i p  o f  fanat ic ism,  

he may w e l l  q u a l i f y  as the q u i n t e s s e n t i a l  Southern p l a n t e r .  Far from being 

as a t y p i c a l  o f  the p l a n t e r  c l a s s  as such i n f l u e n t i a l  c r i t i c s  as Cleanth 

Brooks ho ld  h im t o  be, we f i n d  Sutpen, the most obvious, t h e  most os tens ib le  

product o f  h i s  s o c i e t y  i n  a l l  o f  Yoknapatawpha. 
4 

Consider t h e  f a c t s  : be fo re  the young Sutpen's f a t e f u l  encounter w i t h  

the Negro a t  the f r o n t  door of  a Tidewater mansion, he l i v e d  an Arcadian 

ex is tence w i t h  h i s  f am i l y  i n  the m u n t a i n s  o f  West V i r g i n i a  

.. . where he had never  even heard o f ,  never  imagined, a 
place, a l a n d  d i v i d e d  n e a t l y  up and a c t u a l l y  owned by 
men who d i d  n o t h i n g  b u t  r i d e  over  i t  on f i n e  horses o r  s i t  
i n  f i n e  c l o t h e s  on the g a l l e r i e s  o f  b i g  houses w h i l e  o t h e r  
people worked f o r  them; he d i d  n o t  even imagine then t h a t  
t h e r e  was any such way t o  l i v e ,  t o  want t o  1 i v e ,  o r  t h a t  
t h e r e  e x i s t e d  a l l  the ob jec ts  t o  be wanted which the re  1 

were, o r  t h a t  the  ones who owned the o b j e c t s  n o t  o n l y  cou ld  
l o o k  down on the ones t h a t  d i d n ' t ,  b u t  cou ld  be supported 
i n  the  down-looking n o t  o n l y  by t h e  o thers  who owned o b j e c t s  
too b u t  by the  ve ry  ones t h a t  were looked down on t h a t  d i d n ' t  
own o b j e c t s  and knew they  never would. (p. 221 ) 

Added t o  t h i s  i s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  he i s  innocent  t o  t h e  r e a l i t y  t h a t  "a c e r t a i n  

few men n o t  o n l y  have the  power o f  l i f e  and death and b a r t e r  and s a l e  over 

others,  b u t  t hey  had l i v i n g  human men to perform the  endless r e p e t i t i v e  

personal o f f i c e s ,  such as pou r ing  t h e  very  whiskey f rom t h e  j u g  and p u t t i n g  

the glass i n t o  a man's hand o r  p u l l i n g  o f f  h i s  boots f o r  h im t o  go t o  

bed.. . ." (p.  222) Sutpen's  Adamic innocence when he l i v e d  i n  the mountains 

i s  c l e a r l y  apparent  from t h e  above, and so i t  need n o t  be belabored here. 

It i s  s u f f i c i e n t  to acknowledge t h a t  Sutpen was innocent  o f  a wor ld  i n  



which s lave ry  was a  r e a l i t y  " u n t i l  he f e l l  i n t o  it." I t  i s  w i t h  t h e  

descent i n t o  the  wor ld  o f  the s laveho lders ,  a  steep, steady d e c l i n e  from 

the mountains, p a s t  doggeries and taverns and hamlets i n t o  v i l l a g e s ,  i n t o  

towns, down t o  where "the coun t r y  f l a t t e n e d  o u t  now w i t h  good roads and 

f i e l d s  and n iggers  work ing  i n  the f i e l d s  w h i l e  w h i t e  men s a t  on f i n e  horses 

and watched them," t o  f i n a l l y  a r r i v e  here, i n  the wagon w i t h  h i s  f a t h e r  

and s i s t e r s ,  i n  an a t t i t u d e  of "sober s t a t i c  c o u n t r y  astonishment";  i t  i s  

now t h a t  the awareness o f  men d i v i d e d  among themselves begins t o  dawn on 

Sutpen. 

Yet i t  i s  n o t  u n t i l  two years  l a t e r ,  when h i s  f a t h e r  s e t t l e s  down t o  

sharecropping on a  Tidewater p l a n t a t i o n ,  t h a t  Sutpen i s  made f u l l y  aware 

of the p l a n t a t i o n  h ie ra rchy ,  and h i s  p lace  i n  t h a t  wor ld.  The i n c i d e n t  a t  

the f r o n  t door o f  the mansion, when the  "monkey n i  gger"  t e l l s  Sutpen t o  

go around t o  the back door, t r i g g e r s  h i s  awareness and a c t s  as a  c a t a l y s t  

t o  the r e v e l a t i o n .  For i t  i s  now t h a t  he sees h i m s e l f ,  and h i s  fami ly ,  

through the  p l a n t e r ' s  eyes. He sees them "as c a t t l e ,  c rea tures  heavy and 

w i thou t  grace, b r u t e l y  evacuated i n t o  a  wor ld  w i t h o u t  hope o r  purpose f o r  

them, who would i n  t u r n  spawn w i t h  b r u t i s h  and v i c i o u s  p r o l i x i t y ,  populate, 

double t r e b l e  and compound, f i l l  space and e a r t h  w i t h  a  race whose f u t u r e  

would be a  succession o f  cut-down and patched and made-over garments .... 
(p. 235) And i t  i s  t h a t  n i g h t ,  l y i n g  on h i s  p a l l e t ,  t h a t  Sutpen has h i s  

ep i  phany : 

. . . t h a t  innocence i n s t r u c t i n g  h im  as ca lm as the o thers  
I h i s  i n n e r  vo i ces1  had ever  spoken ... If you were f i x i n g  
t o  combat them t h a t  had the f i n e  r i f l e s ,  t he  f i r s t  t h i n g  
you would do would be t o  g e t  y o u r s e l f  t he  nea res t  t h i n g  
t o  a  f i n e  r i f l e  you cou ld  borrow o r  s t e a l  o r  make, wou ldn ' t  
i t ? '  and he s a i d  Yes. ' B u t  t h i s  a i n t  a ques t i on  o f  r i f l e s .  
So t o  combat them you have g o t  t o  have what they  have t h a t  
made them do what the man d i d .  You g o t  t o  have l a n d  and 



n igge rs  and a  f i n e  house t o  combat them w i t h .  
You see?' and he s a i d  Yes again.  He l e f t  t h a t  
n i g h t  He waked before  day and depar ted  j u s t  l i k e  
he went t o  bed: by r i s i n g  f rom t h e  p a l l e t  and 
t i p t o e i n g  o u t  o f  the house. He never saw any o f  
h i s  f a m i l y  again.  (p. 238) 

Simply s ta ted ,  Sutpen decides t h a t ,  i n  o r d e r  never t o  be turned away from 

another p l a n t a t i o n  f r o n t  door, he had t o  a c q u i r e  " land and n iggers and a  

f i n e  house." I n  h i s  innocence (and i t  shou ld  be noted here t h a t  throughout 

the n a r r a t i v e  a l l  , except  Miss Rosa, i n s i s t  upon Sutpen's innocence, a  qua1 i ty 

which even though i t  i s  corrupted,  he never  q u i t e  loses) ,  w i t h o u t  knowing 

i t, he enters i n t o  the consciousness o f  the  c l a s s  o f  p lan te rs ,  he partakes 

i n  t h e i r  ambi t ion  t o  r u l e ,  to be l o r d  o f  t he  manor. What se ts  Sutpen apa r t  

f rom o the r  p l a n t e r s  - what would always s e t  h im  a p a r t  f o r  the reader, i s  the 

q u a l i t y ,  and the  i n t e n s i t y  o f  h i s  amb i t i on :  t he  b l i n d ,  potent ,  amoral fo rce  

of h i s  de terminat ion  t o  succeed. B u t  t h e  reader  must ask whether o r  n o t  

t h i s  brand o f  ambi t ion  i s  enough i n  i t s e l f  t o  make Sutpen d i f f e r e n t ,  i n  

any s i g n i f i c a n t  way, f rom h i s  neighbours. When Cleanth Brooks argues t h a t  

Sutpen i s  a t y p i c a l  o f  the  p l a n t e r  c lass ,  because o f  h i s  abs t rac t ,  though 

tenacious adherence t o  h i s  "design," he seems to over look  the f a c t  t h a t  

what d r i v e s  Sutpen i s  what drove many a  backcountry man: ambit ion, the 

des i re  t o  be somebody, and so earn t h e  r e s p e c t  o f  the comrnuni ty. Granted, 

i n  Sutpen's case we f i n d  t h a t  amb i t i on  d i r e c t l y  r e s u l t s  from the i n c i d e n t  

a t  t h e  Tidewater p l a n t a t i o n .  Bu t  who i s  t o  say what snub o r  h u m i l i a t i o n  

o r  v i s i o n  f i r e d  the  ambi t ion  of t h a t  T idewater  p l a n t e r ?  Chances are,  

we know, he o r  h i s  f a t h e r  came, l i k e  Sutpen, from t h e  backcountry. I t  i s  

a t  once too much and too  1 i t t l e  t o  say t h a t  "what makes Thomas Su tpen 

spec ia l  i s  h i s  optimism, h i s  a b s t r a c t i o n ,  and h i s  i n n ~ c e n c e . " ~  Optimism 

i s ,  by necess i ty ,  a  by-product of  ambi t ion ,  and innocence seems the common 



her i tage o f  most Southerners: i t  i s  o n l y  Sutpen's a b s t r a c t i o n  then t h a t  

would appear t o  s e t  h im a p a r t  f rom o t h e r  p l a n t e r s .  But  i t  i s  i n  the nature 

o f  ambit ious undertak ings t o  e x i s t ,  f o r  the most p a r t ,  i n  the abs t rac t .  

Yet, a b s t r a c t i o n  as ide,  one may argue, as Brooks does, t h a t  t h e  

na r ra to rs  i n s i s t  on Sutpen's d i f f e r e n c e  f rom t h e  members o f  the community, 

and o f fe r  us evidence o f  t h i s  otherness i n  Sutpen ' s  hand-to-hand combats 

w i t h  h i s  s laves,  spectac les which amazed the  decorous Miss Rosa. Yes, t h i s  

i s  t r u e :  these wrest1 i n g  o r  boxing events a r e  spec tac les .  We a re  t o l d  by 

Miss Rosa t h a t  when the  county f o l k  ga the r  a t  Sutpen's Hundred (she i s  

c a r e f u l  t o  l e t  us know t h a t  the  guests a r e  comprised o f  " g e n t l e f o l  ks," 

6 
"scum and r i f f r a f f "  ), ". . . t h a t  on [ these]  occasions, perhaps a t  the  end 

o f  the evening, the  spectac le,  as a grand f i n a l e  o r  perhaps as a mat te r  o f  

sheer deadly fo re thought  toward the  r e t e n t i o n  o f  supremacy, domination, 

he [Sutpen] would e n t e r  the r i n g  w i t h  one of the  negroes h imse l f .  " (p. 29) .  

Even from Miss Rosa's jaundiced view, t he  reader  can concl  ude t h a t  t h i s  i s  

Sutpen's way of  p rov ing  t o  h i s  slaves, and t o  a l l  those who observe, t h a t  he 

i s  the f i t t e s t ,  the super io r  man. (1t must n o t  be f o r g o t t e n  t h a t  these 

slaves are  considered " w i l d  n iggers ,  " a term which undoubtedly connotates 

tremendous b r u t e  s t reng th .  ) While h i s  methods appear t o  d i f f e r  f rom those 

o f  o ther  p l a n t e r s  - p l a n t e r s  who most 1 i k e l y  would n o t  t h i n k  tw ice  about 

having t h e i r  s laves f logged - i t  serves the  same end: " the r e t e n t i o n  o f  

supremacy, dominat ion." So how i s  Sutpen fundamental ly d i f f e r e n t  from o the r  

members o f  the p l a n t e r  c l a s s ?  

I t  i s  a l s o  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  no te  t h a t  w h i l e  t he  onlookers remain i n  

"an acute s t a t e  of  i n d i g e s t i o n "  over  the  a r r i v a l  o f  Sutpen, w h i l e  some 

s u p e r s t i t i o u s l y  h o l d  " t h a t  the  w i l d  n igge rs  which he had brought  t he re  had 



the power t o  a c t u a l l y  con jure  more c o t t o n  pe r  acre  f rom the  s o i l  than any 

tame ones had eve r  done" (p. 72); desp i te  t h i s  and o t h e r  k inds  o f  specula- 

t i o n ,  Sutpen i s  e v e n t u a l l y  accepted. Why? Because he ' g o t  ahead,' he 

embraced the p l a n t e r ' s  ideology,  because ".. . he obv ious l y  had t o o  much 

mney  now t o  be r e j e c t e d "  (p .  72).  So Sutpen accomplishes p a r t  o f  h i s  

goal ; he has " land and n iggers  and a f i n e  house," and grows "a 1 i t t l e  

pompous" t o  boot :  

He accomplished t h i s  - g o t  h i s  p l a n t a t i o n  t o  runn ing  
smoothly . . . and now he ac ted  h i s  r o l e  too  - a r o l e  
o f  a r rogan t  ease and l e i s u r e  which, as the l e i s u r e  and 
ease pu t  f l e s h  on him, became a l i t t l e  pompous.. . . he was 
unaware t h a t  h i s  f l o w e r i n g  was a f o r c e d  blooming too  
and t h a t  w h i l e  he was s t i l l  p l a y i n g  the scene t o  the 
audience, behind him Fate, destin),, r e t r i b u t i o n ,  i r o n y  - 
the stage manager, c a l l  h im what you w i l l  - was a l ready  
s t r i k i n g  the  s e t  and dragging on the s y n t h e t i c  and 
spur ious shadows and shapes o f  the nex t  one. (p. 72) 

Once again, the  . reader g l  impses the Tidewater p l a n t e r  a t  h i s  ease, 

glimpses h im behind t h i s  image o f  Sutpen, glimpses too, a l l  those poor 

ambi t i o u s  Southerners grown prosperous and unaware of  t h e i r  impendi ng 

doom. 

Most c r i t i c s  agree t h a t  Sutpen's down fa l l  i s  emblematic o f  the South's.  

To say t h i s  i s  t o  say t h a t  Sutpen i s  symbol ic  o f  t he  s laveho ld ing  c lass ,  

t h a t  h i s  t ragedy i s  t h e i r s .  Regardless o f  how a b s t r a c t  h i s  design and 

h i s  approach appears, how much h i s  ex i s tence  seems devo id  o f  pa terna l ism on 

any warm and human l e v e l ,  t h e  f a c t s  remain: Sutpen decided t o  be a dominant 

f igure,  t o  gain, n o t  o n l y  a foo t -ho ld  i n  M i s s i s s i p p i ,  b u t  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a 

respectable dynasty, and so - t o  borrow f rom h i s  i nnocen t  analogy - 
"combat them t h a t  had the  f i n e  r i f l e s " .  Only Sutpen never  s u c c e s s f u l l y  

combats the c lass  he se ts  ou t  to transcend, r a t h e r  he i s  caught f a s t  by i t s  

ethos. He f a i l s  where o t h e r  members o f  h i s  adopted c l a s s  f a i l e d :  on the 



r a c i a l  f r o n t i e r .  He sees t h a t  i n  h i s  soc ie ty ,  t he  Negro i s  s imp ly  the  wh i te  

man's c h a t t e l ,  and he embraces the concept w i t h o u t  ques t ion .  He decides 

t h a t  the success o f  h i s  p lan  requ i res  a  l e g i t i m a t e  w h i t e  male h e i r .  Charles 

Bon, h i s  f i r s t  son, i s  l e g i t i m a t e ,  b u t  he has Negro b lood!  And so Sutpen 
f 

repudiates him:" Denia l  o f  the Negro, m r e  than any o t h e r  s i n g l e  f a c t o r ,  i s  

responsib le f o r  h i s  t ragedy.  ,' 

The r e p u d i a t i o n  o f  ~ h a k l e s  Bon i s  t h a t  simple. Bon however i s  no t .  

Occupying a  prominent  p o s i t i o n  i n  the Sutpen drama, Bon has rece ived much 

c r i t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n  ove r  the l a s t  f o u r  decades, and w h i l e  he may be - l i k e  

any major p r o t a g o n i s t  o f  any major work - i n  danger o f  overexposure, he 

remains as en igmat ic  as t h e  r e s t  o f  h i s  k i n .  C r i t i c a l  a p p r a i s a l s  a r e  mixed. 

For instance:  Brooks considers Bon an a r i s t o c r a t  because, as he p o i n t s  out ,  

Bon "1 i ves  f o r  honor and i s  w i  11 i ng t o  d i e  . . . i n  o rde r  t o  v i n d i c a t e  what 

he regards as h i s  o n l y  honorable course o f  a c t i o n .  "7 Backman, on the o the r  

hand, apparen t l y  o v e r l o o k i n g  the f a c t  t h a t  Bon i s  Sutpen's  l e g i t i m a t e  son, 

s ta tes  t h a t  "Bon embodies bo th  the most favored o f  wh i tes ,  a  New Orleans 

scion, and the  l o w l i e s t  o f  b lacks,  the  wh i te  man's bastard.'18 General ly ,  

c r i t i c a l  op in ion  f a l l s  w i t h i n  the two p o l a r i t i e s  o f fe red  by Professors Brooks 

and Backman, w i t h  t h e  occasional  c u r i o s i t y  about t h e  miscegenation issue 

by such c r i  t i c s  as De Voto and Seiden. There can be 1 i t t l e  doubt  t h a t  

what makes f o r  c r i t i c a l  v a r i a t i o n  here i s  t h e  c o n f l i c t i n g  images o f  Bon 

o f fe red  by the  n a r r a t o r s  - images which cause the p i c t u r e  o f  Bon t o  appear 

se r ious l y  p rob lemat ic  t o  the viewer. 

I n  the Quentin-Shreve n a r r a t i o n ,  Bon i s ,  as Lynn Levins observes, 

"e levated t o  t h e  s t a t u r e  o f  a  p r o t a g o n i s t  o f  medieval romance. "' For w h i l e  

Shreve accepts M r .  Compson's view o f  Bon as the  hedonic New Orleans sc ion,  



he proceeds to e m b e l l i s h  the  p i c t u r e  u n t i l  Bon becomes: " the  eso te r i c ,  the 

sybar i te ,  t h e  s t e e l  b lade i n  the s i l k e n  t e s s e l l a t e d  sheath ... the o b j e c t  

o f  a r t ,  t h e  mold and m i r r o r  o f  form and fash ion  which Mrs. Sutpen . . . 
accepted him as and i n s i s t e d  . . . t h a t  he be". To t h i s  he adds J u d i t h ' s  

poss ib le  response: "(And the  g i r l ,  the s i s t e r ,  the v i r g i n  . . . who t o  know 

what she saw t h a t  a f te rnoon  when they rode up the  d r i v e  what prayer ,  what 

m i d e n  m e d i t a t i v e  dream r i d d e n  up ou t  of  whatever fabulous land,  n o t  i n  

harsh stove i r o n  b u t  the s i l k e n  and t r a g i c  Lance lo t  n e a r i n g  t h i r t y  . . . 
sated w i t h  what exper iences and pleasures, which Henry 's  l e t t e r s  must have 

created for  h e r ] "  (p.  3 2 0 ) .  And so we f i n d  Bon c o u r t i n g  J u d i t h  i n  the garden 

among the "myriad scen t l ess  unpickable Cherokee roses"  (p. 2 9 5 ) .  But i n  

the Compson p i c t u r e ,  Bon's engagement t o  J u d i t h  e x i s t s  i n  the mind o f  E l l e n  

Sutpen, J u d i t h ' s  mother, "a myth," and Bon h i m s e l f  i s  "a phantom: something 

which they engendered and c reated whole themselves ; some e f f l  uvium o f  Sutpen 

blood and charac ter ,  as though as a  man he d i d  n o t  e x i s t  a t  a l l "  (p. 104). 

Juxtaposing the images o f  Bon o f f e r e d  by Mr. Compson and b y  Shreve, t he  reader 

wonders i f  the c o u r t s h i p  o f  J u d i t h  func t i ons  t h e  way a  r e d  h e r r i n g  does i n  

a  d e t e c t i v e  novel  . 
For the reader  soon de tec ts  t h a t  Bon's f i r s t  concern i s  n o t  l o v e  f o r  

Judi th,  b u t  a  yea rn ing  f o r  parenta l  acknowledgement f rom Sutpen. This 

becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y  obvious a f t e r  t h a t  metaphysical transcendence catapul  t s  

Quent in and Shreve through t ime and space t o  experience the  Henry-Bon 

r e l a t i o n s h i p .  I t  i s  now t h a t  we hear Bon's p l a i n t i v e  lament, now t h a t  we 

d iscover  something o f  h i s  e t h i c a l  code w i t h  regards t o  h i s  f a t h e r :  "I was 

f a i r  and honorable w i t h  him," he t e l l s  Henry. "I wai ted .  You know now 

why I waited. I gave h im every chance t o  t e l l  me h imse l f .  B u t  he d i d n ' t  



t e l l  me. He j u s t  t o l d  you, s e n t  me a  message l i k e  you send a  command by 

a  n igger  servant  t o  a  be,ggar o r  a  tramp t o  c l e a r  o u t "  (p.  341 ) .  This  

w i l l i ngness  t o  e x i l e  h imsel f ,  t o  make no c l a i m  on Sutpen once acknowledged, 

supports the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t h a t  Bon l i v e s  by a  code o f  honor. More impor tan t  

here, however, i s  Bon's view of h imsel f .  He c l e a r l y  t h i n k s  o f  h i m s e l f  no 

more a  Negro than he considers h i m s e l f  a  beggar o r  a  tramp. I n  h i s  eyes, 

he i s  s imply Sutpen's son. This  self- image i s  p a r t i a l l y  respons ib le  f o r  t he  

problem the reader i s  up a g a i n s t  when s tudy ing  Bon, and we w i l l  r e t u r n  t o  i t  

s h o r t l y .  But  f i r s t ,  another  l o o k  a t  h i s  lament, the dazed, melancholy 

quest ioning o f  Henry: "... he sen t  me no word? ... He d i d  n o t  ask you t o  

send me t o  him? No word t o  me, no word a t  a l l  ?" (p.  356). Such p a t h e t i c  

anguish can move the  reader t o  sympathy. One i s  l i k e l y  t o  view Sutpen's 

ca l lous  i n d i f f e r e n c e  t o  Bon as repugnant, and t h i s  farces t h e  reader t o  take 

a  moral stand, t o  conclude t h a t  Sutpen's i n a b i l i t y  t o  accept  Bon i s  due t o  

an acute case o f  moral d e f i c i e n c y .  L i k e  h i s  fea tures ,  which Bon perceives 

as "expressionless and r o c k l i  ken (p. 348), Sutpen i s  a  hard man, one who i s  

he l l - ben t  on e s t a b l i s h i n g  h i s  dynasty, s ta tus  i n  quo, and he w i l l  s u f f e r  no 

obstacle, no d e t e r r e n t  o f  any k i n d .  

But  wh i l e  we sympathize w i t h  Bon's d e s i r e  f o r  Sutpen's acceptance, we 

are d i s tu rbed  by  what a m u n t s  to n o t h i n g  s h o r t  o f  an i r o n i c  i n a u t h e n t i c i t y  

i n  h i s  charac ter .  I n  a l l  f a i r n e s s  t o  Bon however, we must acknowledge t h a t  

t h i s  i n a u t h e n t i c i  ty may w e l l  o r i g i n a t e  w i t h  the c o n f l i c t i n g  photographs 

offered by the  n a r r a t o r s ,  o r  perhaps i t  has i t s  source i n  h i s  symbol ic na ture  - 
the idea of Bon as be ing  b l a c k  and wh i te  and nei ther . ' '  Consider Mr. Compson's 

p i c t u r e  of h im as a  weal t h y  young man, "an e legan t  and i n d o l e n t  e s o t e r i c  

hothouse bloom" (p. 97); t he  weal t h y  young sc ion  w i t h  ". . . the q i g h t h  p a r t  



negro mis t ress  and s i x t e e n t h  p a r t  negro son, granted even the morganatic 

ceremny - a  s i t u a t i o n  which was as much a  p a r t  o f  a  wea l thy  young New 

Or leansian 's  s o c i a l  and fash ionab le  equipment as h i s  dancing s l i p p e r s . .  . . " 
(p. 100). What t roub les  t h e  reader  i s  t h a t  Bon h i m s e l f  shares t h i s  common- 

place d is regard  f o r  h i s  mis t ress ,  h i s  son, and " the morganatic ceremony". 

Both he and s o c i e t y  reduce h i s  m is t ress  and c h i l d  t o  fash ionab le  possessions: 

they are  s imp ly  p a r t  o f  a  weal t hy  young man's entourage. For seventeen pages 

l a t e r  we f i n d  Bon c l a i m i n g  t h a t  the marr iage t o  h i s  octoroon i s  1  i t t l e  more 

than "a formula, a  s h i b b o l e t h  meaningless as a  c h i l d ' s  game" (p. 117). 

While such an a t t i t u d e  c e r t a i n l y  paves the  way f o r  h i s  exc lamat ion t o  Henry 

t h a t  h i s  m is t ress  and c h i l d  a re  "n iggers ", i m p l y i n g  t h a t  as such they do 

n o t  mat ter ,  i t  c e r t a i n l y  does n o t  prepare the reader  f o r  h i s  h y s t e r i c a l  

announcement t o  Henry: " I ' m  the  n i g g e r  t h a t ' s  going t o  s leep w i t h  your  

s i s t e r "  (p.  358). Nor can i t  ever  be r e c o n c i l e d  t o  the  lament ing  Bon 

brooding ove r  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  d e n i a l .  I t  seems f a r  t oo  s i m p l i s t i c  an answer t o  

such a  complex problem t o  conclude t h a t  Bon's h y s t e r i c a l  announcement i s  a  

t a u n t  t o  Henry, o r  a  d e s i r e  f o r  se l f - immola t ion ,  o r  an example o f  no q u i e t  

desperat ion. How i s  i t ,  one must ask, do we l e a p  f rom wea l thy  young a r i s t o -  

c r a t  t o  n igge r?  What f a n t a s t i c  yel low-wheeled buggy s p i r i t e d  the Byronic 

Bon, the s y b a r i t e  w i t h  "more watches and c u f f  bu t tons  and f i n e r  1  i nen  . . . 
than most o the rs "  (p .  304) away f rom h i s  eilegant New Orleans h a b i t a t ?  What 

whispered s p e l l  broke t o  1  eave h im desolate,  minus h i s  fashionable equipment, 

h i s  dancing s l i p p e r s ?  What dreadfu l  t o x i n  t ransformed t h i s  "mold and m i r r o r  

of  form and fash ion "  t o  l i t t l e  more than an audacious n i g g e r  t h rea ten ing  t o  

mongrel ize the wh i te  race? Two words, one concept: mixed b lood - miscegena- 

t i o n .  



I t  i s  the fear o f  miscegenation which d r i v e s  Henry t o  k i l l  Bon. I n c e s t  

he can t o l e r a t e .  A f te r  a l l ,  he reasons, "Kings have done i t !  Even dukes!" 

(p.  342).  But  miscegenation i s  d e f i n i t e l y  o u t  o f  the quest ion.  On t h i s  

issue,  he i s  n o t  so much h i s  f a t h e r ' s  " i l l u s i o n "  (p.  347),  he i s  a genuine 

c h i p  o f f  the Sutpen b lock .  One r e c a l l s  t h a t  i t  i s  Sutpen who int roduces 

the miscegenation theme, when he r e l a t e s  the  s t o r y  o f  h i s  so journ i n  H a i t i  

and h i s  f i r s t  marr iage t o  Bon's m t h e r .  On d i s c o v e r i n g  t h a t  h i s  w i f e  has 

Negro blood, he repudiates her .  It i s  easy t o  over look ,  o r  misunderstand, 

t h i s  f i r s t  re fe rence  t o  miscegenation, because o f  Sutpen ' s  vagueness. He 

chooses s imp ly  t o  t e l l  us t h a t  h i s  w i f e ' s  f a m i l y  d e l i b e r a t e l y  w i thhe ld  

"a f a c t "  f rom him: 

Yet they  d e l i b e r a t e l y  w i t h h e l d  f rom me the  one f a c t  which 
I have reason t o  know they  were aware would have caused me 
t o  d e c l i n e  the e n t i r e  mat te r ,  o the rw ise  they  would n o t  have 
w i t h h e l d  i t  from me - a f a c t  which I d i d  n o t  l e a r n  u n t i l  
a f t e r  my son was born..  . . (p. 264) 

And a f t e r  a r a t i o c i n a t i v e ,  s e l f - r i g h t e o u s  as ide ,  d u r i n g  which "the one 

f a c t "  i s  never e luc ida ted ,  Sutpen concludes: "I merely exp la ined how t h i s  

new f a c t  rendered i t  impossib le t h a t  t h i s  woman and c h i l d  be incorpora ted  

i n  my design"  (p. 264). Miscegenation then remains nebulous f o r  over  a 

hundred pages. And so, when Bon announces t o  Henry t h a t  he i s  " the n igger "  

who i s  going t o  marry h i s  s i s t e r  Jud i th ,  and b l a t a n t l y  asse r t s  t h a t  " i t ' s  

the  miscegenation, n o t  the i n c e s t "  which he, Henry, cannot stomach, the  

reader experiences a j o l t  o f  su rp r i se ,  a l a t e n t  amazement which should have 

been experienced when Sutpen goes groaning t o  General Compson about t he  

f a i l u r e  of  h i s  design. 

Perhaps i t  i s  t h i s  re luc tance  t o  c o n f r o n t  square ly  the issue [miscegen- 

a t i o n ,  though c e n t r a l  t o  t h e  drama, i s  no where e l s e  i n  the t e x t  mentioned 



s p e c i f i c a l l y )  which cause n a r r a t o r s  and c r i t i c s  a l i k e  t o  a l l u d e  t o  " fa te "  

o r  "des t iny"  when examining Sutpen's downfa l l  , t o  evoke fo rces  susp ic ious l y  

l i k e  Olympian d e i t i e s ,  who, when mot iva ted  by some ma l i c i ous  whim o r  i n -  

sc ru tab le  fancy, wreck vengeance on man. M r .  Compson evokes j u s t  t h i s  k i n d  

of mal ic iousness when he t e l l s  o f  Sutpen's journey t o  New Orleans t o  d i s -  

cover Bon's i d e n t i t y :  

You would a lmost  b e l i e v e  t h a t  Sutpen's t r i p  t o  New Orleans 
was j u s t  sheer chance, j u s t  a l i t t l e  more of  the  i l l o g i c a l  
machinat ions o f  a f a t a l i t y  which had chosen t h a t  f a m i l y  i n  
preference t o  any o t h e r  i n  the count ry  o r  the  l a n d  e x a c t l y  
as a smal l  boy chooses one a n t - h i l l  t o  pour b o i l  i n g  water 
i n t o  i n  preference t o  any o the r ,  n o t  even h i m s e l f  knowing 
why. (p.  102) 

While Mr. Compson i s  speaking s p e c i f i c a l l y  o f  the  element o f  chance i n  

Sutpen's t r i p  t o  New Orleans, i t  i s  viewed as " j u s t  a 1 i t t l e  more o f  the 

i l l o g i c a l  machinat ions" .  And " the i l l o g i c a l  mach ina t ions"  o f  a cap r i c i ous  

f a t a l i t y ,  i s  a concept which prov ides an e x c e l l e n t  umbre l la  under which t o  

shade o r  dispose o f  troublesome issues l i k e  miscegentaion, and t h e  g r i e f  

and d e s t r u c t i o n  which r e s u l t s  f rom the  moral and humanis t ic  den ia l  of the 

Negro. Such a concept prov ides the n a r r a t o r ,  o r  the  c r i t i c ,  w i t h  the oppor- 

t u n i  t y  t o  contemplate the more a b s t r a c t  o r  academic concerns; i t  d i v e r t s  

a t t e n t i o n  f rom t h e  meat o f  the  mat te r .  Lynn Lev ins '  s tudy  e n t i t l e d  

Faulkner 's  Heroic  Design may w e l l  prove a case i n  p o i n t .  En l i gh ten ing  a t  

times, he r  s tudy  o f  Absa1om,Absalom! nonetheless seems t o  fo rce  the t e x t  

i n t o  a s t r a i g h t j a c k e t .  Basing her  t hes i s  on the theo ry  t h a t  each o f  the 

f o u r  p o i n t s  o f  v iew o f  the novel i s  fashioned a f t e r  a d i f f e r e n t  l i t e r a r y  

genre, " the Gothic,  t he  Greek tragedy, the  c h i v a l r i c  romance, and the t a l l  

t a l e  ", she discusses the Quentin-Shreve n a r r a t i o n  of  t h e  Henry-Bon r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p  i n  terms o f  c h i v a l r i c  romance, ment ioning miscegenat ion o n l y  i n  passing: 



"Faul kner has chosen", she wr i t es ,  " t o  i n t roduce  the miscegenation motive i n t o  

a  t a l e  o f  c h i v a l r y ,  and i n  so doing, he i ngen ious l y  reminds h i s  audience 

t h a t  the drama, however romantic,  i s  n o t  o f  the l o n g  ago and faraway, bu t  i s  

a  drama o f  the  p resen t  and p e c u l i a r l y  o f  the  South."" That i s  a l l .  As 

an i n t r i c a t e ,  themat ic  concern o f  Absalom,Absalom! , miscegenation i s  too 

important  t o  be d ismissed as a  mot ive i n t roduced  i n t o  a  c h i v a l r i c  romance. 

For then i t  appears as i f  the romance, n o t  the miscegenation, i s  the pre-  

ponderant concern. 

S t i l l ,  t he  quest ion  remains: what can be s a i d  about  t h i s  impor tan t  

issue w i t h  Sutpen vaguely a l l u d i n g  t o  "the f a c t " ,  M r .  Compson evoking 

"a f a t a l i t y " ,  and t h e  p i c t u r e  o f  Bon, f o r  a l l  the  dramat ic  p resen ta t i on  of  

Quent in and Shreve, remain ing s tubborn ly  enigma t i c ?  Not  much. Only the 

obvious can be s t a t e d  w i t h  c e r t a i n t y :  Bon i s  emblematic o f  the miscegenation 

concern. He i s  presented as t h e  weal thy and fash ionab le  young sc ion,  one 

who i s  f i r s t  i d o l i z e d  by h i s  younger b r o t h e r  Henry, t hen  k i l l e d  by him. 

S h o r t l y  be fore  t h e  f r a t r i c i d e  occurs, Bon i s  t rans formed f rom a r i s t o c r a t  t o  

n igger .  Yet, a l i v e  o r  dead, b lack  o r  wh i te  o r  n e i t h e r ,  he cont inues t o  loom 

l a r g e  i n  the drama, t o  bear a  s t r i k i n g  resemblance t o  h i s  h a l f - s i s t e r  C l y t i e ,  

f o r  he too l ooks  v e r y  much l i k e  "a p r e s i d i n g  augur"  o f  Sutpenls downfa l l .  

One f i n d s  such a  harmony o f  sound and v i s i o n  when the  focus i s  on 

C l y t i e  t h a t  i t  appears as  if a l l  four n a r r a t o r s  viewed h e r  through the same 

lens.  This begs t h e  quest ion:  Why then  i s  C l y t i e  no more comprehensible to  

the reader than he r  b r o t h e r  Bon? The answer i s  s imp le :  C l y t i e ,  wh i l e  

appearing so f l a t ,  so one-dimensional t h a t  t he  few c r i t i c s  who have pa id  

her  any a t t e n t i o n  conclude t h a t  she i s  l i t t l e  more than a  shadowy presence, 

t h i s  C l y t i e  i s  n o t h i n g  s h o r t  o f  a  three-dimensional symbol ic  paradox, one 



who, i n  her journey  f rom c r e a t o r  t o  reader, seems a  metamorphic mirage: a  

servant,  y e t  n o t  s imp ly  a  servant ;  a  s i s t e r ,  y e t  n o t  a  s i s t e r ;  a  daughter, 

y e t  most c e r t a i n l y  n o t  a  daughter, and f i n a l l y ,  by the  t ime she a r r i v e s  

before us, the  n a r r a t o r s  a l l  agree t h a t  she i s  Sutpen's "p res id ing  augur".  

I t  i s  a  te rm M r .  Compson employs when he in t roduces h e r .  We are  t o l d  

t h a t :  

He I S u t p e n l  named C l y t i e  as he named them a l l ,  t he  one 
before  Clyti e  and Henry and Judi t h  even, w i  t h  t h a t  same 
robus t  and sardon ic  t e m e r i t y  naming w i t h  h i s  own mouth 
h i s  own i r o n i c  f e c u n d i t y  o f  dragon's t ee th .  Only I 
have always l i k e d  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  he in tended t o  name 
C l y t i e ,  Cassandra, prompted by some pure d r a m  t i c  
economy n o t  o n l y  t o  beget b u t  t o  designate the  p r e s i d i n g  
augur o f  h i s  own d i s a s t e r ,  and t h a t  he j u s t  go t  the  name 
wrong through a  mistake na tu ra l  i n  a  man who must have 
a lmost  taught  h i m s e l f  t o  read .... (p. 62) 

We may chuckle a t  M r .  Compson's d r y  w i t  - the  concept o f  Sutpen's sense o f  

"dramatic economy". But  f i r s t  impressions a r e  o f ten  minor  r e v e l a t i o n s ,  both 

o f  the perce iver  and t h a t  which i s  perceived. So t h a t  w h i l e  Mr. Compson 
. . 

revea ls  h i m s e l f  as an o r a t o r ,  the out1 i n e  of C l y t i e  as a  prophetess o f  doom ' 

i s  t ak ing  shape. I t  i s  an o u t l i n e  r e i n f o r c e d  by the  s h r i l l y  p o e t i c  i n tona -  

t i o n s  o f  Miss Rosa C o l d f i e l d ,  when she asse r t s  t h a t  C l y t i e  i s  

. . . any th ing  b u t  i n e p t :  perverse i n s c r u t a b l e  and paradox: 
f ree ,  y e t  incapable o f  freedom who never  once c a l l e d  her -  
s e l f  a  s lave ,  h o l d i n g  f i d e l i t y  t o  none l i k e  the i n d o l e n t  
and s o l i t a r y  w o l f  o r  bear (yes, w i l d :  h a l f  untamed b lack ,  
ha1 f Sutpen b lood:  and i f  'untamed" be synonymous w i t h  
' w i l d '  , then 'Sutpen' i s  the s i l e n t  uns leep ing  v ic iousness  
o f  the tamer's l a s h )  whose f a l s e  seeming ho lds  i t  d o c i l e  
t o  f e a r ' s  hand b u t  which i s  not,  which i f  t h i s  be f i d e l i t y ,  
f i d e l i t y  o n l y  t o  the prime f i x e d  p r i n c i p l e  of i t s  own 
savageness; - C l y t i e  who i n  the very  p igmenta t ion  o f  her  
f l e s h  represented t h a t  debacle which had brought  J u d i t h  
and me t o  what we were and which had made he r  ( C l y t i e )  t h a t  
which she dec l i ned  t o  be j u s t  as she had d e c l i n e d  t o  be 
t h a t  f rom which i t s  purpose had been t o  emancipate her ,  
as though p r e s i d i n g  a loo f  upon the new, she d e l i b e r a t e l y  
remained t o  rep resen t  t o  us the t h r e a t f u l  p o r t e n t  o f  t he  o ld .  
CP. 156) 



While one tends t o  be weary o f  the vo ice  o f  Miss Rosa, t h e r e  i s  no escaping 

her .  L i s t e n i n g  t o  her  t he  reader experiences a  sensat ion very  much l i k e  

being seized by the s c r u f f  o f  the  neck, o r  being de ta ined by a  woeful t a l e  

o f  an anc ien t  mar iner .  Forced t o  l i s t e n ,  we f i n d  C l y t i e  " the t h r e a t f u l  

po r ten t  o f  the o ld " ,  and t h i s  obv ious l y  complenents M r .  Compson's image o f  

her  as "p res id ing  augur".  Also, by l i s t e n i n g  t o  Miss Rosa, we glimpse the 

fundamental paradox i n h e r e n t  i n  C1yt ie ls  charac ter ,  even w h i l e  he r  symbol ic 

fea ture  i s  becoming f i xed .  We hear t h a t  C l y t i e  i s  a  f ree  woman, y e t  she i s  

incapable o f  freedom; t h a t  she i s  o f  two races and o f  n e i t h e r ;  t h a t  she i s  

placed somewhere beyond b o t h  b lack  and white; t h a t  i t  i s  t o  t h i s  p lace - 
t h i s  s t a t i o n  i n  l i f e ,  t o  which she i s  f a i t h f u l .  If h e r  p igmentat ion makes 

her  " t h a t  which she dec l i nes  t o  be," i t  a l so  makes h e r  " t h a t  from which i t s  

purpose had been t o  emancipate he r .  " And indeed i t seems t h a t  p laced some- 

where beyond the  t r o u b l e d  r e a l i t y  o f  race r e l a t i o n s ,  he r  r a i s o n  d ' e t r e  i s  t o  

pres ide over and t o  prophesy - s imp ly  by be ing  - the  t r a g i c  co l l apse  o f  

Sutpen Is  Hundred. 

By g i v i n g  t h e i r  views o f  C l y t i e  e a r l y  i n  the novel,  bo th  M r .  Compson 

and Miss Co ld f i e ld  pave the  way f o r  the  specu la t i ve  p resen ta t i on  o f  Quent in  

and Shreve. The f u l l  power o f  C l y t i e ,  i n  her  r o l e  o f  "p res id ing  augur", 

i s  no t ,  cannot be f e l t  u n t i l  the c l o s i n g  episode. I n  the dramatic f i n i s h ,  

t he  reader f i nds  C l y t i e ,  a f t e r  some f i f t y  years o f  w a i t i n g ,  a t  l a s t  f u l f i l l i n g  

her  func t ion  : the complete and 1  i t e r a l  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  Sutpen ' s  Hundred. 

I t  i s  a  scene which deserves t o  be c i t e d  a t  l eng th :  

He, Quent in,  c o u l d  see i t ,  cou ld  see the deputy ho ld ing  
her  [Miss Rosa] w h i l e  the d r i v e r  backed t h e  ambulance t o  
sa fe ty  and re tu rned ,  t h e  t h r e e  faces a l l  a l i t t l e  w i l d  now 
s ince they  must have be1 i eved  her  - the t h r e e  o f  them 
s t a r i n g ,  g l a r i n g  a t  the  doomed house: and then  fo r  a  
moment maybe C l y t i e  appeared i n  t h a t  window f rom which she 
must have been watch ing  the  gates c o n s t a n t l y  day and n i g h t  



f o r  t h r e e  months - t h a t  t r a g i c  gnome's face beneath 
the c lean headrag, a g a i n s t  a  r e d  background o f  f i r e ,  
seen f o r  a  moment between two s w i r l s  o f  smoke, l o o k i n g  
down a t  them, perhaps n o t  even now w i t h  t r iumph and no 
m r e  o f  despa i r  than i t  had ever  worn, p o s s i b l y  even 
serene above the me1 t i n g  clapboards be fore  the smoke 
s w i r l e d  across i t  again .... (p. 375) 

One could h a r d l y  ask f o r  a  m r e  v i v i d  p i c t u r e .  And the  image o f  C l y t i e  

more serene than t r iumphant  o r  despa i r ing ,  i s  acceptable.  I t  i s  an image 

which we have been prepared fo r  from the  beg inn ing  - w i t h  the Compson- 

Co ld f i e ld  d e p i c t i o n .  A f t e r  w a i t i n g  a  l i f e t i m e  t o  b r i n g  down the house o f  

Sutpen, one fanc ies  t h a t  C l y t i e ,  g iven her  pecul i a r  cha rac te r ,  would be 

serene, f i n a l l y  a t  peace o r  s a t i s f i e d  t h a t  she had done he r  b idd ing .  

Yet, wh i l e  C l y t i e ' s  cha rac te r  i s  f ixed,  even as t h e  n a r r a t o r s  would a l l  

have us be l i eve  t h a t  she i s ,  i n  the f i n a l  ana lys i s ,  t h e  soothsayer i n  r e s i -  

dence a t  Sutpen's Hundred, such a  l o f t y  s t a t u r e  does n o t  negate the f a c t  

t h a t  she i s  a  Sutpen, and as such, i s  a  p a r t  o f  t h e  drama, and very much a 

p a r t  o f  the quasi -ep ic  romance t h a t  i s  Absalom,Absalom! Consider what 

happens t o  the p i c t u r e  when Quent in  speculates about  t h e  twelve years 

a f t e r  Jud i th ' s  death, how C l y t i e  must have 

. . . r a i s e d  the c h i l d  which had been born i n  t he  o l d  
s lave  cab in  [Bon's grandson] and scrimped and saved 
the money t o  f i n i s h  pay ing  o u t  f o r  the s tone on which 
Judi t h  had p a i d  h i s  grandfather  the hundred do1 1 a r s  
twenty - four  years ago and who, when h i s  g rand fa the r  
t r i e d  t o  re fuse  i t ,  she ( C l y t i e ]  s e t  the  r u s t y  can 
f u l l  o f  n i c k l e s  and dimes and f rayed  paper money on 
the desk and walked o u t  o f  t he  o f f i c e  w i t h o u t  a  word. 
(P .  210) 

Here C l y t i e  i s  n o t  s imp ly  the b lack  servant  t a l k i n g  o f  f a m i l y  business, she 

i s  fami ly :  a  Sutpen, a  f a c t  betrayed, i n  p a r t ,  by the  g r i m  obst inancy t h a t  

i s  the legacy o f  he r  s i r e .  The reader  need o n l y  r e c a l l  C l y t i e  h e l p i n g  

Jud i th  t o  make he r  wedding dress (p. 101), C l y t i e  f o r b i d d i n g  Wash Jones 



entrance i n t o  the house [p. 1831, o r  guarding Et ienne, Bon's son, 1 i ke a 

"Spanish duenna" (p .  199) - one need o n l y  cons ider  these and o t h e r  such 

instances t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  C l y t i e  i s  much more s u b j e c t i v e l y  i n v o l v e d  i n  the 

drama than t h e  n a r r a t o r s  seem t o  suggest. Yet we wonder, as i n  the case o f  

Bon, what t o  make o f  her  f i n a l l y .  

No answer i s  immediately forthcoming. However, i t  may he lp  t o  c l a r i f y  

where t h i s  b r o t h e r  and s i s t e r  s tand i n  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  each o the r ,  by 

observ ing the d i f ference between them. Bon, we know, i s  the l e y i  t ima te  son 

from Sutpen's f i r s t  marriage; C l y t i e ,  on the o t h e r  hand, i s  the  i l l e g i t i m t e  

daughter from a r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  one o f  h i s  s lave  women. Bon voca l i zes  h i s  

anguish over  Sutpen's re fusa l  t o  acknowledge him as h i s  son; C l y t i e  remains 

mute, appears devoid o f  any such f i l i a l  e m t i o n . l 2  I t i s  perhaps due t o  

t h i s  l ack  o f  f e e l i n g ,  m r e  than any o t h e r  f a c t o r ,  which causes Thadious Davis 

t o  w r i t e ,  i n  he r  essay "The Yoking o f  A b s t r a c t  Cont rad ic t ions" ,  t h a t  C l y t i e ' s  

r o l e  "evokes ser ious  quest ions about  Faul kne r ' s  use o f  b lacks as symbols 

r a t h e r  than f u l l y  developed people. "I3 I f  we a s s e r t  t h a t  Bon and C l y t i e ,  

l i k e  Et ienne and Jim, a r e  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s  o f  the miscegenation theme, i t  i s  

sa fe  t o  conclude t h a t  w h i l e  they may n o t  g i v e  us 'meaning' i n  any f i n a l  

sense, they do o f f e r  a b i f u r c a t e d  response t o  t h e  issue:  on the one hand, 

Bon i s  emblematic of  the mu la t to  who v e r b a l i z e s  h i s  need f o r  pa ren ta l  recog- 

n i t i o n ,  o r  acceptance; w h i l e  on the o t h e r  hand, C l y t i e  i s  symbol ic o f  the mute 

mulat to,  the one who i s  e i t h e r  unable, o r  u n w i l l i n g ,  t o  c o n f r o n t  the  wh i te  

progeni t o r  w i t h  a verbal  request  f o r  acknowl edgement o f  parenthood. Apparent ly,  

i t  i s  a mat te r  o f  s e n s i t i v i t y  and t h e  l a c k  of i t . 

A f i n a l  word before t u r n i n g  t o  Bon's son. I t  i s  r a t h e r  odd t h a t  g iven 

the importance of  C l y t i e  i n  the n a r r a t i v e ,  and the  f a c t  t h a t  her  b r o t h e r  Bon 



rece ived so much c r i t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n ,  t h a t  she should be v i r t u a l l y  ignored by 

c r i t i c s .  This reader  was s u r p r i s e d  t o  f i n d  t h r e e  references t o  C l y t i e  a f t e r  

scanning some n ine  volumes on Faul kner .  The f i r s t ,  by Cleanth Brooks, has 

a l ready  been mentioned i n  foo tno te  twelve.  The second i s  by Backman i n  h i s  

s tudy  Faul kner:  The Major Years. Ment ioning C l y t i e  apropos t o  h i s  d iscussion 

of Judi th,  he w r i t e s :  "Her mu la t to  s i s t e r ,  C l y t i e ,  cont inued l o n g  beyond 

J u d i t h ' s  death as the guardian o f  he r  master 's  house. C l y t i e  represents the 

Negro f a m i l y  se rvan t  so i n v o l v e d  w i t h  her  w h i t e  f o l k s  t h a t  she cou ld  make no 

14 l i f e  of her  own. " The th.ird reference t o  C l y t i e  appears i n  Ke r r ' s  W i l l i a m  

Faulkner 's Goth ic  Domain: " C l y t i e " ,  she observes, " the  f a i t h f u l  servant  i n  

the Gothic c a s t  o f  characters,  is never used f o r  comic r e l i e f .  The h a l f -  

s i s t e r  of J u d i t h  and Henry, and acknowledged t o  be so, C l y t i e  was d r i v e n  by 

her  p r o t e c t i v e  l o y a l t y  t o  Henry t o  des t roy  h im  and h e r s e l f  when she burned 

the house r a t h e r  than l e t  Henry be ar res ted ,  she feared, f o r  murder. ''I Both 

Backman's and K e r r ' s  comments seem f a r  from adequate: Backman's, because he 

f a i l s  t o  recognize t h a t  C l y t i e  i s  n o t  s imp ly  a  s te reo type  of " the Negro 

f a m i l y  servant  so i n v o l v e d  w i t h  her  w h i t e  fo l ks  t h a t  she cou ld  make no l i f e  

o f  her  own." Such an obse rva t i on  may be a p p l i e d  t o  D i l s e y  b u t  n o t  t o  C l y t i e .  

For t he re  i s  never  a ques t ion  o f  C l y t i e  "making a  l i f e  o f  her  own." That i s  

never an i ssue .  Kerr,  on the o t h e r  hand, merely s t a t e s  the obvious i n  passing. 

O f  course the reader  knows t h a t  i t  appears t o  Quent in  and Shreve, as they 

r e c o n s t r u c t  what might  have taken p lace on the f a t e f u l  n i g h t  when Sutpen's 

Hundred burns, t h a t  C l y t i e ' s  a c t i o n s  a r e  prompted by her  des i re  t o  p r o t e c t  

Henry. But C l y t i e ' s  reasons a r e  much more deep-rooted. And so the very 

l e a s t  one can say here  i s  t h a t  C l y t i e  i s  t r u l y  paradox ica l  t o  the end - 
t h a t  the bu rn ing  o f  Sutpen's Hundred has as much t o  do w i t h  he r  p r o t e c t i o n  o f  



Henry as i t  has t o  do w i t h  some myster ious o r a c l e  o f  des t ruc t i on .  

Yet C l y t i e  ' s  d e s t r u c t i o n  of  Sutpen ' s  Hundred, h e r s e l f  and Henry, no 

more destroys t h e  Sutpen curse [ for  now we must conclude t h a t  we are dea l ing  

w i t h  a curse)  than Henry 's  f r a t r i c i d e  does. For Bon leaves behind h im a 

son: Charles Et ienne De S a i n t  Ve lery  Bon - the  c h i l d  by h i s  octoroon mist ress,  

p rev ious ly  desc r ibed  as p a r t  o f  h i s  " fashionable equipment". M r .  Compson 

o f fe rs  us two photographs of  him: one as a q u i e t ,  l o n e l y  c h i l d ,  and the  o the r  

as a v i o l e n t  a d u l t .  Whi le M r .  Compson, and the  townfo l  k  he represents, tend 

t o  see Et ienne as y e t  another  i n e x p l i c a b l e  Sutpen, when we compare him t o  

h i s  fa ther  and C l y t i e ,  Et ienne i s  s i n g u l a r l y  comprehensible. For instance:  

both Mr. Compson and the  town - on which Et ienne descends 1 i ke a m d  f u r y  - 
seem t o  f i n d  i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  understand h i s  m t i v a t i o n .  The c a r e f u l  reader 

w i l l .  For Et ienne,  u n l i k e  C l y t i e  o r  Bon - a c t u a l l y  i s  one-dimensional. 

As a c h i l d  he i s  " the l i t t l e  boy whom Beardsley might  n o t  o n l y  have 

dressed b u t  drawn - a t h i n  d e l i c a t e  c h i l d  w i t h  a smooth i v o r y  sexless face" 

(-p. 193), o r  he i s  the " l i t t l e  s t range l o n e l y  boy . .. w i t h  h i s  four names 

and h i s  s i x t e e n t h - p a r t  b lack  blood and h i s  expensive e s o t e r i c  Faunt leroy 

c l o t h i n g "  (p.  194). He i s  the c h i l d  t h a t  the Sutpen s i s t e r s  - Jud i th  and 

C l y t i e  - watched; and wa i ted  f o r  t h e  day when h e  would be orphaned t o  fetch 

him t o  Sutpen's Hundred. But  i t  i s  C l y t i e  who goes t o  New Orleans t o  fetch 

him - C l y t i e  who "had never been f u r t h e r  from Sutpen's  Hundred than Jefferson 

i n  her  l i f e "  (p. 195). Just  as i t  i s  C l y t i e  who makes sure  t h a t  the boy 

sleeps, n o t  on a p a l l e t  l i k e  herse l f ,  b u t  on a c o t  i n  the a t t i c ,  w h i l e  she 

stays i n  the h a l l  below: "ba r r i ng  the  f o o t  o f  t h e  a t t i c  s t a i r s ,  guarding 

h i s  escape o r  e x i t  as i nexo rab l y  as a Spanish duenna" [p. 1991. It i s  a l s o  

C l y t i e  who teaches the  young Et ienne t o  chop wood and who, never l e t t i n g  him 



o u t  o f  her  s i g h t ,  stands over  h im " w i t h  t h a t  b rood ing  f i e r c e  un f lagg ing  

jealous care, h u r r y i n g  o u t  whenever anyone wh i te  o r  b lack  stopped i n  the 

road as i f  t o  w a i t  f o r  the  boy t o  complete the fu r row and pause l o n g  enough 

t o  be spoken to ,  sending the  boy on w i t h  a s i n g l e  q u i e t  word o r  even gesture 

a hundred t imes more f i e r c e  than the l e v e l  murmur o f  v i t u p e r a t i o n  w i t h  which 

she drove the passerby on" (p .  199). I t  i s  e v i d e n t  t h a t  C l y t i e  sees Bon's 

son, somewhat l i k e  h e r s e l f ,  ou ts ide  the community o f  b l a c k  o r  wh i te ,  a k i n d  

of  untouchable. I t  i s  no t ,  as Davis argues, t o  keep the boy " f rom the  know- 

ledge t h a t  b a r r i e r s  e x i s t  between races and t h a t  those b a r r i e r s  a re  s o c i a l l y  

r e a l  . "I6 Rather i t  i s  e x a c t l y  the oppos i te .  And if the  f a c t  t h a t  C l y t i e  

sees t o  i t  t h a t  Et ienne sleeps on a c o t  - n o t  a bed 1 i ke J u d i t h  o r  a p a l l e t  

l i k e  h e r s e l f  - b u t  a co t ;  i f  t h i s  i s  n o t  enough i n  i t s e l f  t o  provoke r a c i a l  

consciousness i n  the  boy, then c e r t a i n l y  her  sharp t e r m i n a t i o n  o f  any h i n t  

o r  suggest ion o f  s o c i a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  between the  boy and the  community, i s .  

Frcdn t h i s  photograph o f  the boy Et ienne as par iah ,  we t u r n  t o  Et ienne, the 

v i o l i e n t  man. 

The reader w i l l  n o t  need a course i n  c h i l d  psychology t o  conclude t h a t  

E t  ienne's v i o l e n t  o u t b u r s t  i s  p a r t i a l l y  r e l a t e d  t o  h i s  u p b r i n g i n g  as an 

untouchable, no more than i t  i s  necessary t o  meet any o t h e r  Yoknapatawpha 

f a m i l y  t o  know t h a t  h i s  s i x t e e n t h - p a r t  b lack  b lood and t h e  f a c t  t h a t  he 

i s  'escapably '  Negro, w i l l  cause havoc among the  townfo lk  who thought  him 

wh i te  o n l y  t o  d i s c o v e r  h im b lack .  General Compson made j u s t  t h i s  d iscovery,  

and h i s  speech i fy ing ,  which he so l oved  t o  do be fore  a crowd, was a b r u p t l y  

checked, h i s  v o i c e  hav ing  been "shocked i n t o  s h o r t  c i r c u i t "  (p. 203). Also, 

Mr. Compson draws our  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  mat te r  of p igmenta t ion  when he t e l l s  

o f  Et ienne ' s  v i o l e n t  encounters : 



.. . t h e  negro s tevefores  and deckhands on steamboats 
o r  i n  c i t y  honky-tonks who thought he was a  wh i te  man 
and be l i eved  i t  o n l y  the more s t r o n g l y  when he denied 
it; the w h i t e  men who, when he s a i d  he was a  negro, 
b e l i e v e d  t h a t  he l i e d  i n  order  t o  save h i s  sk in ,  o r  
worse: f rom sheer besotment o f  sexual pervers ion ;  i n  
e i t h e r  case the r e s u l t  the same: the m n  w i t h  body 
and l imbs  a lmost  as l i g h t  and d e l i c a t e  as a  g i r l ' s  
g i v i n g  the  f i r s t  blow, u s u a l l y  unarmed and heedless 
o f  the numbers opposed t o  him, w i t h  t h a t  same f u r y  
and i m p l a c a b i l i t y  and phys ica l  imperviousness t o  pa in  
and punishment, n e i t h e r  c u r s i n g  nor  pan t i ng ,  b u t  
laugh ing .  (p. 206) 

And so the p i c t u r e  o f  Et ienne grows i n c r e a s i n g l y  sad. A charac te r  who 

never speaks b u t  i n  the  language , . o f  v io lence,  he a t t a c k s  seemingly innocent  

people repeatedly .  H is  v i o l e n t  communication w i t h  h i s  wor ld  i s  t he  r e s u l t  

o f  having been r a i s e d  an untouchable. But  t o  what degree i s  anyone's 

guess. One t h i n g  i s  c e r t a i n :  h i s  marr iage t o  the  "ape - l i ke "  b lack  woman i s  

a  b la tan t ,  vengeful  ac t ,  as much aga ins t  h i m s e l f  as a g a i n s t  h i s  soc ie t y ,  and 

the two Sutpen s i s t e r s  who denied h im the s t a t u s  of a  w h i t e  man and thwarted 

any communion w i t h  Negroes. Mr. Compson makes E t i enne ' s  despera t ion  expl i c i  t, 

t e l l i n g  how he "appeared, w i t h  a  coal b lack and ape-1 i ke woman and an authen- 

t i c  wedding 1  icense. .  .and apparent ly  f l ung  t h e  wedding 1 icense i n  J u d i t h ' s  

face w i t h  something o f  t h a t  i n v i n c i b l e  despa i r  w i t h  which he had a t tacked the 

negroes i n  the d i c e  game" (p. 205). This movement towards s e l f - i m m l a t i o n  

can be found i n  a l l  the  images of the a d u l t  E t ienne.  Return ing  t o  Sutpen's 

Hundred, a f t e r  an absence d u r i n g  which h i s  whereabouts a re  unknown, he 

repeatedly  "[hunts] o u t  s i t u a t i o n s  i n  o rde r  t o  f l a u n t  and f l i n g  t h e  a p e - l i  ke 

body o f  h i s  charcoal  companion i n  the faces o f  a l l  and any who would r e t a l i a t e "  

(p. 2061.. This i s  y e t  another  expression o f  h i s  " i n v i n c i b l e  despa i r " ;  a 

despair  which, un1 i ke h i s  f a t h e r ' s ,  i s  never romant ic ized o r  poe t i c i zed ,  

b u t  i s  r e a l i s t i c a l l y  presented t o  the  reader. H is  v io lence i s  d i r e c t l y  



r e l a t e d  to,  i s  i n  equal p r o p o r t i o n  to, h i s  unconquerable de fea t .  The cause, 

the roo t ,  i s  i n  Sutpen, h i s  pa te rna l  den ia l  o f  Bon, and i n  h i s  t u rn ,  Bon's 

17 own denia l  o f  Et ienne. Moreover, i f  the reader l i s t e n s  l o n g  enough and 

hard enough, a  dim echo o f  'bad seed' resounds from the  v i o l e n t  path of 

Joe Christmas. 

But  the reader need n o t  go ou ts ide  the con tex t  o f  Absalom,Absalom! 

Sutpen's cor rup ted innocence, h i s  moral depravat ion,  c o n s t i t u t e s  the bad 

seed from which h i s  brood sp r ing .  Even as Henry's nega t i ve  response t o  the 

Negro echoes and t r a g i c a l l y  dramatizes Sutpen's own response, so too J u d i t h ' s  

d fsc losure  t o  Et ienne demonstrates t h a t  she i s  ve ry  much he r  f a t h e r ' s  

daughter: 

I be l i eved  [she admits t o  Et ienne] t h a t  t h e r e  were th ings  
which s t i l l  mat tered j u s t  because they had mat te red once. 
But  I was wrong: Noth ing mat te rs  b u t  b rea th ,  b rea th ing ,  
t o  know and t o  be a1 i v e .  And the c h i l d ,  t he  1  icense, the 
paper. What about  i t ?  The paper i s  between you and one 
who i s  inescapably negro; i t  can be p u t  as ide ,  no one w i l l  
anymore dare b r i n g  i t  up than any o t h e r  prank o f  a  young 
m n  i n  h i s  w i l d  youth.  (p.  207) 

D isp lay ing  t h a t  c e r t a i n  i n a b i  1  i t y  t o  acknowl edge any t r a n s a c t i o n  between 

black and wh i te  as m o r a l l y  b ind ing ,  J u d i t h  proves inescapably Sutpen and 

wh i te  Southerner. E t ienne 's  wife, the  "ape-1 i ke negro", " the b lack gargoyle",  

can be dismissed, denied the d i g n i t y  o f  human s t a t u s  because she i s  never 

perceived as human. I n  her  we f i n d  a  grotesque f l ower ing  o f  a l l  the animal 

ipagery associated w i t h  Negroes i n  Absalom,Absalom! From the  Conradian 

"band o f  w i l d  n iggers  l i k e  beasts h a l f  tamed t o  walk u p r i g h t  l i k e  men," (p.  8)  

t o  the "huge b u l l  o f  a  n igger , "  (p.  225) t o  " the monkey n i g g e r "  ( p .  232) - 
a1 1  these b e s t i a l  images cu lminate  i n  Et ienne's  "b lack  gargoyle ". Ind ignant  

b lack readers should beware; f o r  t hey  a r e  c a l l e d  upon t o  c a r r y  o u t  the  d i f f i c u l t  

task o f  h u r l i n g  a  s u b t l e  and d i s c r i m i n a t i n g  i n v e c t i v e  a g a i n s t  the d e p i c t i o n  o f  



the Negro as beast.  Faulkner  i s ,  o f  course, nowhere i n  s i g h t .  And so t o  

at tempt t o  h u r l  verbal  abuse a t  h im i s  n o t  o n l y  f u t i l e ,  i t  i s  s tup id .  One 

i s  dea l i ng  here w i t h  the  rac i sm o f  the C o l d f i e l d s  and the Compsons and the 

Sutpens. It i s  t o  Fau lkner 's  c r e d i t  t h a t  he sen t  these messengers w i t h  the 

s to ry ,  t h a t  he had the courage t o  h o l d  up h i s  f e l l o w  Southerners to  our  

r i d i c u l e .  And so, w h i l e  we may l o n g  t o  hear h im speak up i n  h i s  own yoice, 

we should cons ider  t h a t  i t  must have been no easy task  f o r  Faul kner, the 

mora l i s t ,  t o  p l a y  the  q u i e t  puppeteer w h i l e  such moral c r i p p l e s  as Jud i th  

Sutpen shamed the  w h i t e  South w i t h  t h e i r  jaundiced eyes and deformed 

s e n s i b i l i t i e s .  

To r e t u r n  t o  E t ienne f o r  one l a s t  b r i e f  observat ion.  When we f i n d  h im 

f i n a l l y  l i v i n g  " l i k e  a  h e r m i t  i n  the cab in  which he r e b u i l t  I conso r t i ngJ  

w i t h  n e i t h e r  w h i t e  nor  b lack " ,  what we a r e  w i tness ing  i s  the a c t i n g  o u t  o f  an 

ex is tence f o r  which he was groomed as a  boy. It i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  

l i v i n g  as he does, i n  a  s o l i p s i s t i c  wor ld  t o t a l l y  devoid o f  c u l t u r a l  

a f f i n i t i e s  o r  f i l i a l  at tachments, he l a c k s  any sense o f  being the son o f  

Charles Bon, o r  o f  even c a r i n g .  As Shreve in forms us: 

. . . if your f a t h e r  [ Q u e n t i n ' s l  had asked him i f  he was 
Charles Bon's son he n o t  o n l y  would n o t  have known 
e i t h e r ,  he w o u l d n ' t  have cared: and if you t o l d  him 
he was, i t  would have touched and then vanished from 
what you ( n o t  he) would have t o  c a l l  h i s  mind l o n g  
before  i t  cou ld  have s e t  up any r e a c t i o n  a t  a l l ,  e i t h e r  
o f  p r i d e  o r  p leasure ,  anger o r  g r i e f ?  (p. 215) 

Such l ack  o f  s e n s i t i v i t y  suggests t h a t  Et ienne i s  half-way t o  i d i o c y .  Yet 

i d iocy ,  i n  the case o f  J i m  Bond, does n o t  negate emotional response. For 

the reader f inds  Jim, a t  t h e  end o f  t he  novel , "howl i n g  w i t h  human reason" 

as Sutpen's Hundred burns (p .  376). 

And so we come t o  t h e  l a s t  photograph i n  the Sutpen f a m i l y  a1 bum. It i s  



ne i ther  

m r e  pa 

Luster. 

boy whu 

of Jim Bond, the sole  survivor of Sutpen's progeny. Of the  four Negro o f f -  

spring,  he i s  the  l e a s t  known, the most shadowy. For the re  a r e  no more than 

two o r  three  references to h i m  i n  the novel, references which only s l i g h t l y  

enlarge upon the os tens ib le  f ac t s  of the genealogy: He i s  the "son of 

Charles Etienne de Saint  Velery Bon. Born, Sutpen's Hundred, 1882. Dis- 

appeared from Sutpen ' s  Hundred, 191 0. Whereabouts unknown. " 

We reca l l  t h a t  he i s  the " i t "  Judith r e f e r s  to when she encourages 

Etienne to escape to the North, where he could pass fo r  white: " I  wil l  r a i s e  

i t  ," she says,  "see t ha t  i t  . . . I t  does not need to have any name; you will  

have to  s ee  i t  again or  to worry" (p. 208). From t h i s  we move to a 

l a t ab l e  reference to  Jim, which comes v ia  Di lsey 's  de l i gh t fu l l y  comic 

the "Bri ght-col ored 

t o  i den t i fy  the  

1 awyer word. W h u t  

was h i m  [Shreve con- 

He introduces Jim t o  Quentin and Mr. Compson as  

t s t ay  wid d a t  o l e  woman" I C l y t i e l ,  and prompted 

bright-colored boy by name, Luster continues : "Dat's a 

-dey puts you under when de Law ketches you. ... and t h a t  

cludes to e luc ida te  Luster] - the name was Bond now" (p.  

fu r ther  of Jim Bond i s  t h a t  he howls "with human reason" 

215). All we know 

a s  Sutpen's Hundred 

goes up i n  flames, and continues to  pipe his  anguish among the  ruins :  

. . . the re  was nothing l e f t  now. [Shreve t e l l s  us1 nothing 
ou t  the re  now but t h a t  i d i o t  boy t o  l u rk  around those ashes 
and those four gutted chimneys and howl u n t i l  someone came 
and drove h i m  away. They cou ldn ' t  catch h i m  and nobody 
ever seemed t o  make h i m  go very f a r  away, he j u s t  stopped 
howling f o r  a while. Then a f t e r  awhile they would begin 
to hear h i m  again.  (p. 376) 

Reading t h i s  one thinks of the  climax of  The Sound and the Fury, and of 

t h a t  o ther  howling i d i o t ,  Benjy. That i s  a l l .  B u t  not qu i te :  there  i s  

one more reference t o  Jim, one which seems t o  have befuddled many a c r i t i c .  

I t  comes a t  the end of the novel , on the l a s t  page, and a s  such, i t  i s  



d i  f f i c u l  t t o  o v e r l o o k :  

I t h i n k  [Shreve commentsl t h a t  i n  t ime  t he  J im Bonds a r e  
g o i n g  t o  conquer  t h e  western hemisphere. O f  course  i t  
w o n ' t  q u i t e  be i n  o u r  t ime  and o f  course as t h e y  spread 
toward  t h e  p o l e s  t h e y  w i l l  b l each  o u t  a g a i n  l i k e  t h e  
r a b b i t s  and t h e  b i r d s  do, so t h e y  w o n ' t  show up so sharp 
a g a i n s t  t h e  snow. B u t  i t  w i l l  s t i l l  be J im Bond; and so 
i n  a  few thousand yea rs ,  I who rega rd  you  [ Q u e n t i n ]  w i l l  
a l s o  have sprung  f r o m  the  l o i n s  o f  A f r i c a n  k i n g s .  ( p .  378) 

Granted t h a t  Shreve has been t h e  amused o u t s i d e r  th roughou t  t h e  nove l ,  t he  

o n l y  one who c o u l d  see t he  r i d i c u l o u s  aspec t  o f  the  Sutpen s t o r y ,  t h e  one 

who saw Southern l i f e  as " b e t t e r  than Ben Hur".  Bu t  t h e  r e a d e r  cannot  

s imp l y  i g n o r e  Sh reve ' s  tongue- in-cheek cuteness here,  o r  sh rug  and m u t t e r  

semant ics.  For  one t h i n g ,  t h i s  comment comes a t  t h e  c l o s e  o f  t he  novel  , and 

f o r  another ,  i t  r e f l e c t s  on t h e  m iscegena t ion  theme. Yet  t he  tone here  seems 

t o o  l i g h t ,  t o o  amused t o  be a p p l i e d  t o  t he  s e r i o u s  i s s u e  a t  t he  co re  o f  the  

work. The q u e s t i o n  undoub ted ly  a r i s e s :  why d i d  Faul kner,  a f t e r  such a  

laborous  e n t e r p r i s e ,  r i s k  the  b e l i t t l e m e n t  o f  h i s  theme b y  t h i s  e l e v e n t h  

hour j e s t i n g ?  One hears  a g a i n  t he  echo o f  c r i t i c s  l i k e  De Yoto: "Mr. Faul kne r  

does n o t  know. ..." A f t e r  a l l  i s  s a i d  and done, cou ld  i t  r e a l l y  be as s imp le  

as t h a t ?  

B lack  r e a d e r s  and a l l  those  n o t  opposed t o  r a c i a l  i n t e g r a t i o n  th rough  

b l ack  and w h i t e  c o u p l i n g s ,  canno t  e a s i l y  f o rgo  t he  j e s t .  L e t  us examine the  

f ac t s :  J im Bond i s  an i d i o t .  Whether h i s  c o n d i t i o n  i s  caused by gene t i c  

ma1 f unc t i on ,  o r  env i r onmen ta l  abuse, o r  whether i t  i s  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  some d e t e r -  

m i n i s t i c  p l o t  o r  f a t a l i s t i c  h e r i t a g e ,  o r  whether i t  i s  a  comb ina t ion  o f  a l l  

these, we do n o t  know f o r  s u r e .  B u t  we do know t h a t  t h e  poor l a d  i s ,  as  

L u s t e r  would say, a  l ooney .  Ye t  Shreve prophes ies t h a t  " t h e  Jim Bonds a r e  

go ing  t o  conquer t h e  wes te rn  hemisphere"! Who wants a  w o r l d  governed by  

i d i o t s ,  poor  c r e a t u r e s  capab le  o f  1 i t t l e  more than "howl i n g  w i t h  human 



reason" as they  survey  t h e  char red  r u i n s ,  the  so le  legacy o f  t h e i r  fore-  

fa thers?  One would much p r e f e r ,  o f  course, t h a t  t he  Lucas Beauchamps 

(minus t h a t  f e v e r i s h  l u s t  f o r  b u r i e d  gold)  i n h e r i t e d  the west. For Lucas 

has a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  Faul kne r ian  q u a l i t i e s  which we a l l  adore: p r i de ,  d i g n i t y  

and l ove .  Moreover, t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  whatsoever the ma t te r  w i t h  h i s  mind. 

(Yet we must remember t h a t  Lucas, 1 i ke Jim, i s  the product  of a miscegenic 

union and t h a t  Faul kne r  cou ld  have in tended both  charac ters  t o  be viewed, on 

a symbolic l e v e l ,  as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  t he  degenerat ion of soc ie t y .  Such an 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  however i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  pursue. For the  idea o f  miscegenation 

as emblematic o f  s o c i a l  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  i s  never c l e a r l y  a r t i c u l a t e d  i n  the 

novels, and so i t  seems f u t i l e  t o  b u i l d  an argument based on such a vague 

idea, Also, such an argument would undoubtedly prove the most ser ious  i n d i c t -  

ment o f  Faulkner as a r a c i s t . )  Bu t  on to  the l a s t  d i s t u r b i n g  p o i n t  o f  

Shreve's prophecy: ". . . i n  a few thousand years, I who regard  you w i l l  a l so  

have sprung from t h e  l o i n s  o f  "Afr ican kings." A f r i c a n  k ings?  How d i d  we 

ge t  from "monkey n i g g e r s "  and "b lack gargoyles"  t o  "A f r i can  Kings"? The 

obvious answer i s  t h a t  Shreve i s  a non-Southerner, t h a t  he does n o t  share the 

Southerner 's warped pe rcep t i on  of  the  Negro. Yet, t o  the s e n s i t i v e  reader, 

who has p a i d  a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  t e x t ,  t he re  i s  something s l i g h t l y  d i s t u r b i n g  

here, something a l i t t l e  f o rced  o r  i n s i n c e r e  about A f r i c a n  kings, t h i s  

abrupt  and obvious e l e v a t i o n  o f  the  l o w l y  Negro. But  by f a r  the most impor- 

t a n t  and troublesome problem i s  t h a t  Shreve, i n t e l l i g e n t  as he i s ,  f a i l s  t o  

prov ide any workable i dea  towards t h e  s a t i s f a c t o r y  r e s o l u t i o n  o f  the most 

impor tan t  aspect  o f  t h e  novel  - miscegenation. Perhaps, f i n d i n g  t h e  denoue- 

ment u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  h imse l f ,  i s  what caused Faul kner t o  take up the miscegen- 

a t i o n  theme aga in  i n  Go Down, Moses. 



The McCasl i n  Family A1 bum 

I n  h i s  b iography o f  Faulkner,  David M i n t e r  observes t h a t  "Go Down, Moses 

marked ... a c r u c i a l  p o i n t  i n  Fau lkner 's  career ,  i n  p a r t  because i t  was 

fol lowed by a s i l e n c e  t h a t  l a s t e d  n e a r l y  s i x  years,  and i n  p a r t  because i t  

brought much work t h a t  had preceded i t  t o  a k i n d  o f  cu lminat ion .  I1  1 

Absal om, Absal om! d i r e c t l y  preceded Go Down, Hoses, and there  can be no 

doubt t h a t  the  ch ie f  concerns o f  the former nove l  - miscegenation, i nces t ,  

the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the b lack  and w h i t e  Southerners - a r e  a l so  the c h i e f  

concerns of the l a t t e r .  From the  f i r s t  undercur ren t  f e l t  i n  "Was", the s t o r y  

w i t h  which the book opens, miscegenation i s  s e c u r e l y  yoked, n o t  w i t h  the 

fear of i n c e s t  now, b u t  w i t h  ac tua l  i n c e s t .  Together they a re  respons ib le  

f o r  the McCasl i n  curse, which appears as i nexo rab le  as the Su tpen curse. 

The f a c t  t h a t  t he  events o f  "Was" take p lace i n  1859, and the events 

o f  "Go Down, Moses" - the  p iece w i t h  which t h e  book concludes - occur i n  1941, 

and t h a t  they  a r e  s e t  i n  mot ion by, o r  s p r i n g  from, the  wrong-doing of  o l d  

Carothers McCaslin, c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  f o r  Faulkner the pas t  i s  n o t  severed 

from the  f u t u r e .  Therefore, t ime i n  i t s e l f  cannot exorc ise  the curse. Time 

i s  a continuum. One t h i n k s  o f  the T.S. E l i o t  o f  Four Quar te ts :  "Time 

present  and t ime past /Are bo th  perhaps p resen t  i n  t ime future./And t ime 

f u t u r e  conta ined i n  t ime past . "  The f l u i d i t y  o f  t ime suggested by these 

l i n e s  from "Burnt  Norton"  i s  a concept which Faul kner shared. I t  i s  a con- 

c e p t  which Cleanth Brooks b e l i e v e d  org ina ted ,  f o r  Faulkner, w i t h  Henri  Bergson. 

This may w e l l  be the  case. B u t  what i s  impor tan t ,  however, i s  Faul kne r ' s  use 

o f  the concept, n o t  o n l y  i n  Go Down, Moses, b u t  as we have seen, i n  

Absalom, Absalom!. Faul kner  h i m s e l f  i s  on r e c o r d  as having sa id  of the 



characters who people his county : 

[the fac t1  t h a t  I  have moved [them] around in time 
successful l y  . . . proves to me my own theory tha t  
time is  a f lu id  condition which has no existence 
except in the momentary avatars of individual 
people. There i s  no such thing as  was - only i s .  

I t  i s  not surprising then tha t  the s tory "Was" i s ,  t ha t  the important 

disclosure of the mixed lineage of Tomey's Turl portends, what was for the 

South, the t rag ic  perpetuity of  mixed blood, running, i t  would seem, with 

l iquid Time i t s e l f .  

The reader of Go Down, Moses increasingly comes to view miscegenation in 

the South as t r ag ic ,  o r  more cor rec t ly ,  t o  view miscegenation as a stock 

feature of the t rag ic  legend which was forged out of the tragicomedy of 

Southern existence. B u t  we m u s t  be careful not to separate miscegenation 

from incest in t h i s  par t icu lar  instance, since the black l ine  of the McCaslin 

family i s  rooted i n  incest .  For old Carothers compounded his i l l i c i t  a f f a i r  

with his Negro s lave ,  Eunice, by committing incest  with the i r  daughter, 

Tomasina. This i l l - f a t e d  union produced Tomey's Turl, and from here on the 

black l i n e  runs with an almost bibl ical  prolificacy: Tomey's Turn begot 

Lucas, Jim and Fonsiba, Lucas begot Henry and Nat, Nat begot an unnamed child,  

while Henry begot Samuel (or was Samuel's progenitor Nat?) Jim, on the other 

hand, begot a chi ld  who begot the unnamed womn of "Delta Autumn", who, 

when she appears, i s  carrying a ch i ld  fathered by Roth Edmunds, the great- 

great grandson of old Carothers McCaslin. And once again, i t  i s  the child of 

mixed lineage, the child of "Delta Autumn", who survives to carry on the 

l ine .  

The reader can predict  t h i s  outcome by looking a t  the McCaslin genealogy 

as i t  develops through the book. Richard Adams observes, quite correctly,  



t h a t  o f  the t h r e e  branches composing the fam i l y ,  i t  i s  the b lack  branch 

which i s  the most p r o l i f i c .  The l e g i t i m a t e  w h i t e  sons o f  Carothers McCasl i n ,  

r e f e r r e d  t o  throughout  as Uncle Buck and Uncle Buddy, o n l y  produced one o f f -  

sp r i ng  between them: Uncle Buck's son Isaac, who i s  "Uncle I k e  t o  h a l f  a  

county and f a t h e r  t o  no one" (p. 3 ) .  O f  the second branch, which stems 

from the marr iage o f  o l d  Carothers '  daughter t o  a  man named Edmonds, there  

i s :  Cass Edmonds, Zack Edmonds, and Roth Edmonds, Zack's son. Hence, both 

the l i g i t i m a t e  w h i t e  male l i n e ,  and the  wh i te  female l i n e ,  a re  amazingly 

s h o r t  when compared t o  the b lack  l i n e .  Forced t o  l i v e  under the a l i a s  o f  

Beauchamp, the b lack  McCaslins are,  t o  borrow t h a t  f a v o r i t e  a d j e c t i v e  o f  

Faulkner 's :  endurable.  Looking a t  them and t h e i r  s i r e ,  the viewer f i n d s  i t  

d i f f i c u l t  n o t  t o  t h i n k  of  Sutpen and h i s  b lack  progeny. Bu t  be fore  t u r n i n g  

the pages o f  the McCaslin album, a  word about  t h e  camera l e n s  employed. 

The technique - though much s imp ler  than Absalom,Absalom! - appears so 

fragmentary and 1  i m i  t e d  t h a t  the reader must become a c t i v e l y  invo lved.  

Depending on i n t e r e s t  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  prowess, one i s  1  i k e l y  t o  be engaged 

i n  end1 ess specula t i o n  and conjecture . 3  B r i e f l y  s ta ted ,  the technique i s ,  

f o r  the most p a r t ,  a  l i m i t e d  t h i r d  person. As Faulkner  never takes f u l l  advan- 

tage of the a r t i s t i c  l i c e n s e  granted the omnisc ien t  eye, some o f  the charac- 

t e r s  a re  impenetrable.  For ins tance:  Tennie 's  Jim and Fonsiba a re  vaguely 

shown, and the  most comic and t r a g i c  cha rac te r  of  the  book, Tomey's Tur l  

(.even though we have a  c lose-up sho t  o f  him), remains q u i t e  mute. We know 

noth ing  of  h i s  thoughts, n o t h i n g  of  what i t  means t o  h im p e r s o n a l l y  t o  be a  

h a l f - w h i t e  McCaslin. We see him o n l y  through t h e  eyes o f  h i s  master and 

ha l f -b ro the r ,  Uncle Buck, o r  h i s  ha l f -cous in ,  Cass McCaslin, o r  through the 

eyes of  Mr. Hubert, the master o f  Tennie, h i s  g i r l .  I t  i s  n o t  u n t i l  "The 



Bear", when I k e  takes down the fami ly  le,dger,  t u r n s  i t s  y e l l o w i n g  pages t o  

journey back t o  the past,  t h a t  we l e a r n  the  fac ts  sur round ing  Tur l  I s  b i r t h .  

L ike Jim and Fonsiba, h i s  shadowy o f f s p r i n g ,  Tomey's Tu r l  remains mute, 

h i s  psychological  r e a l i t y  l o s t  t o  the viewer; f o r  i t  can no more be detected 

from the face of  h i s  photograph than i t  can be detec ted  from t h e i r s .  Yet, 

the p i c t u r e  o f  Lucas compensates f o r  those o f  h i s  k i n .  He i s  shown as the 

pro to type o f  h i s  mixed race,  and i n  h i m w e  f i n d  a l l  the l i g h t  and shadow, 

a l l  the depth and complex i ty  we found p r e v i o u s l y  i n  the p i c t u r e  o f  Charles Bon. 

Moreover, the  way Lucas views h i s  ancestor,  o l d  Carothers, i s  an t ipoda l  t o  

the way Ike,  h i s  w h i t e  cousin, views the o l d  man. And so, by jux tapos ing  

the views o f  Lucas and I ke ,  what we g e t  i s  t he  rounded h i n d s i g h t ,  and o n l y  

the h inds igh t ,  v iew o f  o l d  McCaslin. F i n a l l y ,  the  camera eye which a t  f i r s t  

seems t o  wander about,  shoo t i ng  domestic scenes, hunts, and o l d  Indians a t  

random, causing the  n a r r a t i v e  t o  appear, n o t  o n l y  fragmentary and 1  i m i  ted, 

b u t  a t  t imes downr igh t  c h a o t i c  - the eye o f  Go Down ,Moses i s  r e a l l y  q u i t e  

s e l e c t i v e  and p rec i se .  M a t e r i a l  which i n i t i a l l y  appears extraneous l a t e r  
* 

revea ls  i t s e l f  t o  be q u i t e  organic.  And so a  few mute photographs, the  

ba re l y  d i s c e r n i b l e  p i c t u r e s  o f  Jim and Fonsiba, t r o u b l e  the v iewer no more 

than the one o r  two shots l o s t  i n  a  good r o l l  o f  f i l m  i s  l i k e l y  t o  do. 

What w i l l  cause some concern i s  t h e  p o r t r a i t  o f  o l d  Carothers. Long 

before we see h im through the  eyes of Ike,  i n  the  f o u r t h  s e c t i o n  of "The Bear", 

as an " e v i l  and unregenerated o l d  man", we see h im  through the  eyes o f  Lucas, 

Zack and Roth Edmonds, as the same k i n d  o f  f i n e  f i g u r e  o f  a  man t h a t  the 

poor wh i te  Wash Jones sees Sutpen t o  be, o r  t he  same k i n d  o f  l a r g e r - t h a n - l i f e  

hero ic  f i g u r e  t h a t  Mr. Compson sees Sutpen as. Old Carothers i s  a  man t o  

emulate, h i s  devoted descendants would have us b e l i e v e .  L i t t l e  wonder then 



t h a t  c r i t i c s ,  Myra Jeh len  fo r  example, focus on h i s  v i r t u e s .  "The b e s t  

w h i t e  man" [ Jeh len  says1  i s  t h e  founder  o f  t he  book ' s  microcosmic s o c i e t y ,  

Carothers  McCasl in,  and t h e  o t h e r s  range themselves on a s c a l e  descending 

f rom him. "4 Such an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  b o t h  q u i t e  c o r r e c t  and q u i t e  

erroneous. I t i s  t r u e  t h a t  o l d  Carothers  i s  t h e  founder  o f  t he  McCasl in  

dynasty.  H i s  p l a n t a t i o n  i s  even l a r g e r  than Sutpen 's  Hundred. Though we 

a re  n o t  i n f o rmed  o f  t h e  acreage i n  Go Down, Moses, a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  

I n t r u d e r  i n  t he  Dust,  we l e a r n  t h a t  i t  i s  a  two- thousand-acre p l a n t a t i o n .  

Wi th  t h a t  c e r t a i n  Sou thern  r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  p l a n t e r ,  t h e  man o f  p r o p e r t y ,  i t  

should  come as no s u r p r i s e  whatsoever t h a t  o l d  Caro thers  i s  e l e v a t e d  t o  a 

l o f t y  p o s i t i o n  by  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  h i s  descendants, t h a t  t h e y  t ook  p r i d e  i n  

t h e  McCasl in name and t h e  McCasl in  b lood.  And we w i l l  f i n d  much ev idence 

o f  McCasl in p r i d e  when v i e w i n g  Lucas. Yet, I k e  a l l  b u t  t o p p l e s  the o l d  man 

f rom h i s  h i g h  p i n n a c l e .  H i s  low,  d i s g u s t e d  v iew o f  McCasl i n  causes h im t o  

r e p u d i a t e  h i s  i n h e r i t a n c e .  Cons ider ing  a l l  t h e  views, examin ing  t h e  t o t a l  

p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  o l d  man, i t  i s  imposs ib l e  t o  c a l l  h i m  " t he  b e s t  w h i t e  man". 

He i s  ve r y  1  i k e  Sutpen where i t  ma t te r s  m s t :  n o t  o n l y  has he a c q u i r e d  

land ,  n i g g e r s  and a b i g  house, he has m i s t r e a t e d  and den ied  t h e  Negro, and 

i n  a  p a t h e t i c  a t t e m p t  t o  make amends, he r e v e r t s  t o  the  cash nexus: he 

leaves a thousand do1 l a r  l e g a c y  t o  h i s  son Tomey' s  Tu r l  , because, as I k e  

observes, i t  was "cheaper than say ing  My son t o  a  n i g g e r "  ( p .  2691. As we 

r e c a l l ,  Sutpen t o o  r e s o r t e d  t o  t h e  cash nexus when he r e p u d i a t e s  h i s  f i r s t  

w i f e  and Char les   on.^ Th i s  i s  n o t  t o  say t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  no d i f f e r e n c e s  

between these two men o f  p r o p e r t y .  There a re .  Old  Carothers  neve r  appears 

a  f ana t i c ;  he does n o t  seem t o  have been d r i v e n  by any "des ign" ,  and even 

w h i l e  h i s  c r i m e  appears  worse than  Sutpen 's  - i n s o f a r  as he commits i n c e s t  



w i t h  h i s  daughter - t h e r e  i s  no sense t h a t  he was dogged hy r e t r i b u t i o n  as a 

r e s u l t .  Rather, i n  f i n e  b i b l i c a l  fashion,  h i s  s i n s  a r e  v i s i t e d  upon the 

t h i r d  and f o u r t h  genera t ions .  Also, as M i n t e r  observes : "A1 though o l d  

Carothers McCasl i n  i s  c l e a r l y  more pro1 i f i c  than Thomas Sutpen, he appears 

l e s s  prod ig ious .  lt6 Yes, f o r  want of  a Miss Rosa t o  d e m n i z e  him, o r  a 

M r .  Compson t o  h e r o i z e  him, McCaslin does appear l e s s  prod ig ious  than 

Sutpen. His p o r t r a i t  has t h a t  faded l o o k  o f  v e r y  o l d  p i c t u r e s .  This i s  

undoubtedly due t o  the  l o n g  view we have o f  him, and then, o n l y  as an o l d  man. 

For we never see h im  as a boy coming i n t o  M i s s i s s i p p i  w i t h  h i s  f am i l y ,  o r  

l eav ing  home t o  seek h i s  for tune,  or r e t u r n i n g  t o  e r e c t  h i s  b i g  house; we 

on ly  see him o l d ,  e s t a b l  ished,  through the eyes o f  h i s  descendants Lucas, 

Zack, Roth, and I k e .  Bu t  i t  i s  t h a t  strange, t rag icomic  sho t  o f  Tomey's 

Tur l ,  as he runs h i s  way through "Was", which c a s t  the f i r s t  shadow on the 

founder of the McCasl in c l a n .  

A t  the beg inn ing  o f  "Was" we l e a r n  t h a t  Uncles Buck and Buddy and the 

young Cass, "knew e x a c t l y  where Tomey's Tur l  had gone, he went t h e r e  every 

t ime he could s l i p  o f f ,  which was about  tw i ce  a year .  He was heading f o r  

M r .  Hubert Beauchamp's p lace  . . . t o  hang around M r .  Hubert 's  g i r l ,  Tennie, 

u n t i l  somebody came and g o t  him" ( p .  5 ) .  From t h i s  i n fo rma t ion ,  o n l y  two 

th ings  are  immediate ly  apparent:  Torney's Tur l  i s  male, and he i s  the  

proper ty  o f  the  McCaslins. One does n o t  know, a t  t h i s  po in t ,  i f  he i s  

beast o r  man. La te r ,  when we do know t h a t  he i s  human, he i s  nonetheless 

viewed i n  animal terms. Even p r i o r  t o  the d i sc losu re  of h i s  "run", the animal 

metaphor employed th roughout  t he  man-hunt appears i n  the chase of  the fox by 

the  dogs. This i n c i d e n t  - cons idered "a good race"  by the n ine-year -o ld  



Cass - foreshadows the  events t o  f o l l o w .  Tha analogy between the f o x  and 

the s lave could sca rce l y  be more app rop r ia te :  bo th  have broken out,  both 

have momentari ly d i s r u p t e d  the  o rde r  o f  t h ings ,  and both are  c rea tures  t o  

be caught and c o n t r o l l e d .  

The animal o r  hun t i ng  metaphor cannot be missed. When Uncle Buck spots 

Tur l  f o r  the f i r s t  t ime,  he plans how b e s t  he m igh t  "bay him", when he roves 

i n  too q u i c k l y  Cass a t t r i b u t e s  t h i s  movement t o  Ruck's d e s i r e  n o t  t o  miss 

seei,ng Tomey's Tu r l  " t reed"  (p. 8 ) .  Yet the man-hunt i s  robbed o f  i t s  

h o r r o r  by the v e i n  o f  comedy in fused i n t o  the  n a r r a t i v e .  And so even w h i l e  

the dehumanization o f  s l a v e r y  i s  b l a t a n t l y  obvious, both the  hunter  and the  

game evoke l augh te r  from t h e  reader.  Cass t e l l s  h i s  cous in  I k e  o f  the s p o r t :  

He had never  seen o l d  Jake go t h a t  f a s t ,  and nobody had 
ever  known Tomey's Tu r l  to' go f a s t e r  than h i s  n a t u r a l  
wal k  even r i d i n g  a mule. Uncle Buck whooped once from 
the woods, running,  on s i g h t ,  t hen  B lack  John came ou t  
o f  the t rees ,  d r i v i n g ,  soupled o u t  f l a t  and l e v e l  as a 
hawk, w i t h  Uncle Buck r i g h t  up behind h i s  ears now and 
y e l l i n g  so t h a t  they looked e x a c t l y  l i k e  a b i g  b lack  
hawk w i t h  a sparrow r i d i n g  i t  . . . (p .  8) 

Then there  i s  the  i n c i d e n t  o f  those fe roc ious  hounds l e t  loose on Tur l  : 

They j u s t  tongued once and when they  came b o i l i n g  up 
around Tomey's T u r l  i t  looked 1 i ke they were t r y i n g  
t o  jump up and 1 i c k  h im i n  t h e  face u n t i l  even Tomey's 
Tur l ,  slowed down and he and the  dogs a l l  went i n t o  
the woods together ,  wa lk ing  l i k e  they  were going home 
f r o m a  r a b b i t  hunt .  (p. 14)  

The comedy reaches i t s  c l imax  when Unc le  Buck, b e l i e v i n g  he has a t  l a s t  

t r e e d  Tur l  i n  Tennie's cab in ,  fo rge ts  what "even a l i t t l e  c h i l e  should have 

known: n o t  ever  t o  s tand r i g h t  i n  f r o n t  o f  o r  r i g h t  behind a n igge r  when 

you scare him.. . . " Consequently, Uncle Buck 

. . . never even saw the door open; the  fyce j u s t  screamed 
once and ran  between h i s  l e g s  and then Tomey's Tur l  ran 
r i g h t  c lean over  him. He hever  even bobbled; he knocked 
Uncle Buck down and then caught  h im before he f e l l  w i t h o u t  



even stopping,  snatched him up under one arm, s t i l l  
running,  and c a r r i e d  h im a long  fo r  about t en  f e e t ,  
saying, "Look o u t  o f  here, o l d  Buck, Lood o u t  o f  here, 
o l d  Buck," be fo re  he threw him away and went on. (p. 19) 

That Tomey's T u r l ,  a  s lave ,  should c a s u a l l y  r e f e r  t o  h i s  master as o l d  Buck, 

and j u s t  as c a s u a l l y  throw h im away, cannot f a i l  t o  e l i c i t  l augh te r  from 

the reader.  A l l  such images negate the h o r r o r  of  s lavery ,  and together  w i t h  

the  burlesque o f  c o u r t l y  romance, ac ted  o u t  by the  aging Miss Sophonsiba, 

as she t r i e s  t o  capture  Uncle Buck, a l l  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  the comic dimension o f  

the s to ry .  And so i t  becomes i n c r e a s i q - l y  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  the viewer t o  s e r i o u s l y  

consider  the p l i g h t  o f  Tomey's Tu r l  . 
The comic aspect  o f  the n a r r a t i v e  l e d  c r i t i c s  t o  pay r e l a t i v e l y  l i t t l e  

a t t e n t i o n  t o  "Was", o r  s imp ly  t o  quest ion  what k i n d  o f  comedy Faulkner 

employs here: i s  i t  f r o n t i e r  humor, b lack  comedy o r  s l a p s t i c k ?  But  t o  focus 

on the comedy o f  "Was" i s  n o t  enough, no r  i s  i t  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  say, as one 

c r i t i c  does, t h a t  i t  " i s  a warmly humorous i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  some o f  the o l d  

McCasl i n s ,  w h i t e  and b lack ,  be fo re  the C i v i l  War. 'I' For "Was" i s  more than 

a humorous i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  the McCaslins. I n  Tomey's Tur7 we have the 

embodi m n ' t  o f  the  miscegena t i o n - i n c e s t  thernati c  concern. Furthermore, once 

again we f i n d  t h e  Southerner 's  nega t i ve  response t o  the  mulat to.  

The Southerner i n  ques t i on  i s  Mr. Hubert. F i r s t ,  i t  should be noted 

t h a t  t he re  i s  n o t h i n g  t o  suggest t h a t  Mr. Hubert knows o f  the McCaslin inces t ;  

apparent ly ,  he i s  o n l y  aware o f  the miscegenation. M r .  Hubert i s  o f  the 

p l a n t e r  c lass ,  and h i s  s i s t e r ,  K i ss  Sophonsiba, epi tomizes the Southern 

myth-maker whose sandcast le  Cash so e f f e c t i v e l y  knocks over i n  The Mind of  

the South. The reader l e a r n s  t h a t  she "was s t i l l  t r y i n g  t o  make people 

c a l l  [ the  p l a n t a t i o n ]  Warwick a f t e r  t he  p lace i n  England t h a t  she s a i d  

M r .  Hubert was probab ly  the  t r u e  e a r l  o f  o n l y  he never even had enough p r i d e  



. . . to take the trouble t o  es tabl ish his  j u s t  r ights"  (p.  5 ) .  While 

Mr. Hubert may not have enough pride to es tab l i sh  his earldom, he most cer- 

tainly does not lack the planter 's  pride or sense of supremacy over the 

Negro; and he undoubtedly shares in his community's horror over miscegenation. 

He i s  disgusted by the fac t  that  Tomey's Turl i s  a "white half-!kCaslin". 

Cass t e l l s  of his absolute refusal to buy Turl so tha t  he could be with 

Tennie, because: "he wouldn't have t h a t  damn white half-McCaslin on his 

place even as a f r ee  g i f t ,  not even i f  Uncle Buck and Uncle Buddy were t o  pay 

board and keep for  him" (p.  6). When i t  i s  f ina l ly  decided t h a t  the fate  of 

Turl a n d  Tennie, Uncle Buck and Miss Sophonsiba, be se t t l ed  by a poker game, 

i t  should come as  no surprise tha t ,  a t  the crucial moment, rather than run 

the r isk of having the white half-McCaslir, on his plantation, Mr. Hubert gives 

u p  Tennie to the McCaslins. His slow a n d  del iberate  study of Tomey's Turl , 

as he leaves his  cards face down on the table before him, i s  one of the 

sobering moments of th i s  s tory:  

He reached out and t i 1  ted the lamp-shade, the l igh t  moving 
u p  Tomey's Turl ' s  arms t h a t  were supposed to be black b u t  
were not qui te  white, u p  his Sunday s h i r t  t ha t  was supposed 
to be white b u t  wasn't quite e i the r  . . . and Mr. Hubert s a t  
there,  holding the lamp-shade and 1 ooking a t  Tomey's Turl . 
Then he t i l t e d  the shade back down and took u p  his cards 
and turned them face down and pushed them toward the middle 
of the tab le .  " I  pass, Amodeus," he said.  (.p. 29)  

Mr. Hubert's thoughts a re  clear :  he will have nothing t o  do with Tomey's 

Turl because of h i s  mixed or igins .  He i s  representative of his c lass ,  of 

an almost Hitlerian obsession w i t h  racial  purity.  What Turl thinks we never 

know. So discovering the most comic a n d  t r ag ic  picture in a l l  of Go Down, Eoses, 

a lso the most mute, the viewer turns to the large close-up of Lucas in 

"The Fire and the  Hearth". 



We f i n d  Lucas proud Negro, low n i g g e r  and "more than j u s t  a  man". 

This n a t u r a l l y  makes f o r  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s ,  b u t  by f a r  the most ser ious a r i s e s  

from the f lawed view o f  Lucas' response t o  h i s  McCasl i n  blood, when we are 

t o l d  t h a t  

... i t  was n o t  t h a t  Lucas made c a p i t a l  o f  h i s  wh i te  o r  
even h i s  McCaslin blood, b u t  t he  c o n t r a r y .  I t  was as 
if he were n o t  o n l y  impervious t o  t h a t  b lood,  he was 
i n d i f f e r e n t  t o  i t .  He d i d n ' t  even need t o  s t r i v e  w i t h  
i t .  He d i d n ' t  even have t o  bo the r  t o  d e f y  i t. He 
r e s i s t e d  i t  s imply  by being the  composite o f  the  two 
races which made him, s imp ly  by possessing i t .  Instead 
o f  be ing  a t  once the ba t t l e -g round  and v i c t i m  o f  two 
s t r a i n s ,  h~  was a  vessle,  durable,  ances t r y less ,  non- 
conduct ive,  i n  which the t o x i n  and i t s  a n t i  stalemated 
one another,  seeth less,  unrumored i n  t h e  o u t s i d e  a i r .  
(P .  104) 

This i s  the percept ion  o f  Roth Edmonds - a  view which the  reader must r e f u t e .  

For Lucas i s  shown t o  be any th ing  b u t  " imperv ious"  o r  " i n d i f f e r e n t "  t o  h i s  

McCaslin b lood. ,  Re f l ec t i ng  how c lose he came t o  k i l l i n g  Zack Edmnds i n  

the d ispute  over  h i s  w i f e  Mol ly ,  Lucas concludes: "I reckon I a i n ' t  got  o l d  

Carother 's  b lood f o r  no th ing ,  a f t e r  a l l  " (p. 58). Nor i s  t h i s  an i s o l a t e d  

refere'nce t o  the b lood o f  o l d  Carothers. "The F i r e  and t h e  Hearth" abounds 

w i t h  references t o  the ancestor,  how much Lucas takes a f t e r  him, and how, 

u n l i k e  the Edmonds, Lucas i s  a  "man-made" r a t h e r  than - b e l i e v e  i t  o r  no t ,  

a  "woman-made" McCaslin: "Because you a r e  a  McCasl in too", Lucas says t o  

Edmonds, by way o f  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  as t o  why he w a i t e d  u n t i l  d a y l i g h t  t o  con- 

f r o n t  him, "even i f  you was woman-made t o  i t "  (p.  52) .  C lea r l y ,  t he re  i s  no 

sense of shame a t  the  thought o f  having McCasl in blood, b u t  r a t h e r  a  sense 

o f  p r i de .  

And i t  i s  n o t  o n l y  i n  h i s  dea l ings  w i t h  the  Edmonds t h a t  Lucas i s  proud 

of  h i s  McCasl i n  blood, b u t  when he considers h i s  1 ineage as opposed t o  t h a t  

o f  George Wi l k ins ,  h i s  daughter 's  s u i t o r .  George, a young man Lucas th inks  



o f  as 1  i t t l e  more than "a jumber-jawed clown", i n c u r s  h i s  wra th  and r i d i c u l e  

when he sets up a  s t i l l  on the Edmondls p roper ty ,  and so i n t e r f e r e s  w i t h  

Lucas' own whiskey-making opera t ion .  As he does n o t  want George f o r  a  

son-in-law, Lucas sees t h i s  offense as a f f o r d i n g  h im t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  ge t  

r i d  of George: he w i l l  t u r n  him i n  t o  Edmonds. But  he recons iders .  He i s  

d igg ing  f o r  the money, a l l e g e d l y  b u r i e d  by the McCasl in tw ins ,  and does n o t  

want she r i f f s  about  l o o k i n g  fo r  s t i l l s .  Now he considers t a k i n g  George i n t o  

par tnersh ip  w i t h  h im - t o  do the ac tua l  d igg ing .  I n  an i n n e r  t i r a d e ,  he 

th inks  i t  over,  t h i n k s  o f  h i s  NcCaslin b lood - and i n c i d e n t a l l y ,  gives us 

h i s  low view o f  I k e  McCasl i n  - th inks  o f  George I s  unknown or , ig ins ,  and 

proudly, i f comical 1  y concludes : Never : 

He, Lucas Beauchamp, the o l d e s t  1  i v i n g  McCasl i n  descendant 
s t i l l  l i v i n g  on the h e r e d i t a r y  l and  who a c t u a l l y  remembered 
o l d  Buck and Buddy i n  the l i v i n g  f l e s h ,  o l d e r  than Zack 
Edmonds even i f  Zack were s t i l l  a l i v e ,  a lmost  as o l d  as o l d  
Isaac who i n  a  sense, say what a  man would, had t u r n e d  
aposta te  t o  h i s  name and l ineage by weakly r e l i n q u i s h i n g  
the l a n d  which was r i g h t f u l l y  h i s  t o  l i v e  i n  town on the 
c h a r i  ty o f  h i s  great-nephew; he, t o  share one j o t ,  one 
penny o f  the money which o l d  Buck and Buddy had b u r i e d  
a lmost  a  hundred years ago, w i t h  an i n t e r l o p e r  w i t h o u t  f o r e -  
bears and sprung f rom nowhere and whose v e r y  name was unknown 
i n  the  coun t r y  twenty - f i ve  years ago - a  jumber-jawed clown 
who cou ld  n o t  even l e a r n  how t o  make whiskey, who had n o t  
o n l y  at tempted t o  i n t e r f e r e  w i t h  and j eopard i se  h i s  business 
and d i s r u p t  h i s  f a m i l y ,  b u t  had given h im a  week o f  a1 t e r -  
n a t i n g  r a g i n g  a n x i e t y  and exasperated out rage cu lm ina t i ng  
i n  t o n i g h t  - o r  l a s t  n i g h t  now - and n o t  even f i n i s h e d  y e t ,  
s ince  he s t i l l  had the worm and k e t t l e  t o  conceal .  Never. 
(P .  40) 

This 1  ong-winded sentence meanders through the l a b y r i n t h  o f  Lucas' mind, 

showing the reader,  as i t  winds i t s  way, j u s t  how proud he i s  o f  h i s  

l ineage.  He i s  proud o f  be ing  "the o l d e s t  t k C a s l i n  s t i l l  l i v i n g  on the 

h e r e d i t a r y  land" ,  and c r i t i c a l  o f  I k e  whom he sees as hav ing  " turned 

apostate t o  h i s  name and 1  ineage" - an op in ion  the reader  must consider  



when v iewing I k e ' s  r e p u d i a t i o n  of  h i s  he r i t age .  More t o  the  p o i n t  however, 

i s  the view of  George. It i s  he, n o t  Lucas, who i s  t he  "ances t ry less"  one, 

having "sprung f rom nowhere". The sense o f  p r i d e  found i n  t h i s  passage 

permeates "The F i r e  and the Hearth" .  It i s  h i s  p r i de ,  coupled w i t h  h i s  

sense o f  honor, o f  l i v i n g  by a  f i x e d  code, t h a t  c l a i m  Lucas Beauchamp f o r  

a  McCasl i n .  Myra Jehlen i n t e r p r e t s  Lucas' monologue, and Lucas h imse l f ,  

q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t l y :  "when we do en te r  Lucas' mind," she w r i t e s ,  "as i n  the 

f i r s t  sec t i on  o f  'The F i r e  and the Hearth ' ,  we wi tness o n l y  the  foo l i shness  

about the whiskey s t i l l  o r  h i s  s i l l y  dream o f  b u r i e d  gold. And when Lucas 

speaks d i r e c t l y  he sounds no d i f f e r e n t ,  o n l y  perhaps more impudent, than the 

stereotype o f  a  v e r y  shrewd b u t  u l t i m a t e l y  c h i l d - l i k e  darky. "8 To say t h a t  i n  

the passage c i t e d  above one f inds "only  the  foo l i shness  about the  whiskey 

s t i l l " ,  and t h a t  u l t i m a t e l y  Lucas i s  s imply a  " c h i l d - l i k e  darky", i s  a  

gross m is read ing fo f  the  monologue and o f  Lucas. Throughout "The F i r e  and 

the Hearth", one f i n d s  Lucas by tu rns :  proud, greedy, stubborn, cunning . . . 
b u t  never a  f o o l .  

The reader  who cons iders  Lucas' p r i d e  a t  being a  McCaslin, i s  fo rced t o  

ask how he can be descr ibed as being " imperv ious"  o r  " i n d i f f e r e n t "  t o  t h a t  

blood, as Roth would have us be l i eve .  Then there  i s  t h a t  enigmat ic  and 

p e c u l i a r  observa t ion :  " Ins tead of being a t  once the b a t t l e  ground and 

v i c t i m  o f  the two s t r a i n s ,  he was a  vessle,durable, ances t ry less ,  non 

conductive, i n  which the  t o x i n  and i t s  a n t i  stalemated one another,  seethless, 

unrumored i n  the  o u t s i d e  a i r .  " Such an observat ion leads the reader t o  

t h i n k  o f  Lucas as s t e r i l e  o r  bar ren  as t h e  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  of the  "stalemated" 

blood, the  unmixable b lood of  b lack  and wh i te .  (The concept t h a t  b lack  

blood and w h i t e  b lood do n o t  mix, bu t  remain somehow separate i n  the i n d i v i d u a l ,  



i s  a l so  found i n  the c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  of  Joe Christmas i n  L i g h t  i n  August, 

and so i t  appears t h a t  Roth 's  view i s  c l o s e r  t o  h i s  c r e a t o r ' s  than one might 

f i r s t  imagine.') But  t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  i n  the t e x t  t o  suggest t h a t  Lucas i s  

impotent o r  s t e r i l e .  How then does t h i s  stalemate man i fes t  i t s e l f ?  Lucas 

s i r e s  two c h i l d r e n ,  Henry and Nat, he has farmed the  l a n d  f o r  f o r t y - f i v e  

years when the s t o r y  opens, and t h e r e  i s  no mention of  b l i g h t  o r  any o t h e r  

disease i n  h i s  crop; he has operated h i s  business - be i t  farming o r  whiskey- 

making, success fu l l y ,  he has f u l l  command o f  a l l  h i s  f a c u l t i e s ,  he i s  s t rong  - 
can go f o r  days w i t h o u t  s leep,  as we see h im do w h i l e  he f e v e r i s h l y  d igs  f o r  

the  bur ied  money. I n  sho r t ,  t h e r e  i s  a b s o l u t e l y  n o t h i n g  the mat te r  w i t h  

Lucas . Hence the sta lemate remains i ncomprehensi b l  e  t o  the  reader. 

I f  we s k i p  f rom "The F i r e  and t h e  Hearth",  t o  the f o u r t h  sec t i on  o f  

"The Bear", we f i n d  a  superb example o f  Lucas as proud Negro. A t  t h e  age 

o f  twenty-one, Lucas goes t o  I k e  f o r  t h e  money l e f t  Tomey's Tur l  by o l d  

McCaslin, b u t  which Tomey's T u r l  never  claimed, and which i s  t o  be passed on 

t o  h i s  descendants. Here we l e a r n  t h a t  t h e  i n c i d e n t  "no t  o n l y  took i t s  p lace 

i n  the Edmnds fami ly  annals,  b u t  i n  t he  minor annals o f  the town too: - how 

the wh i te  and negro cousins went s i d e  by  s i d e  t o  the bank t h a t  morning and 

Lucas said, "Wait. I t ' s  a  heap of money." " I t ' s  t oo  much," I k e  r e p l i e d ,  

" too much t o  keep h idden under a  break i n  a  hear th .  L e t  me keep i t  f o r  you. " 

But Lucas i n q u i r e s  i f  the bank w i l l  keep the money fo r  a  b lack  man, and 

when he d iscovers  t h a t  t he  bank w i l l  now do business w i t h  Negroes, he decides 

to  take c o n t r o l  o f  the  funds. We w i tness  how the two cousins 

. . . stood s i d e  by s i d e  a t  t h e  window w h i l e  the wh i te  man 
had the account t r a n s f e r r e d  and the  new pass-book f i l l e d  
out; aga in  Lucas sa id .  "Wait"  and then they  stood s ide  
by s ide  a t  t he  ink-sp lashed wooden s h e l f  w h i l e  Lucas 
wrote o u t  t h e  check, w r i t i n g  i t  s t e a d i l y  under the wh i te  
man's d i r e c t i o n  i n  the cramped though q u i t e  l e g i b l e  hand 



which the w h i t e  man's m t h e r  had taught  him .... Then 
they stood aga in  a t  t he  g r i l l e  w h i l e  the t e l l e r  cashed 
the check and Lucas, s t i l l  b l o c k i n g  the  s i n g l e  window, 
counted the money t e d i o u s l y  and d e l i b e r a t e l y  through 
tw ice  and pushed i t  back t o  t h e  t e l l e r  beyond the g r i l l e .  
"Now you can p u t  i t  back," he sa id .  And gimme my paper." 
(P. 109) 

The image o f  the w h i t e  and b l a c k  cousins s tand ing  s ide  by s ide  a t  the bank 

window suggests the movement toward s o c i a l  e q u a l i t y .  I t  i s  a  movement 

made poss ib le  by the co l l apse  of the o l d  o rde r  w i t h  the C i v i l  War. But  

war and r e c o n s t r u c t i o n  can o n l y  be c r e d i t e d  w i t h  the soc ia l  movemnt here; 

i t  i s  Lucas h i m s e l f  who i s  re-sponsib le f o r  the psychological  impetus, Lucas 

the proud young Negro a s s e r t i n g  h i s  c i v i l  r i g h t s .  C r i t i c s  o f t e n  i n t e r p r e t  

Lucas w i t h i n  the framework p rov ided  by the  Adamic myth. And wh i l e  i t  may 

be, as one c r i t i c  s ta tes ,  t h a t  Lucas, "accepted the  curse o f  Adam by s t a y i n g  

on the p l a n t a t i o n  when he cou ld  have l e f t  i t  a t  the age o f  twenty-one", we 

can add t h a t  w h i l e  Lucas p h y s i c a l l y  s tays  on the p l a n t a t i o n ,  he has, none- 

the1 ess, t r a v e l  1  ed a  g r e a t  psycho1 og i  ca l  d i s tance  towards a  d i g n i t y  o f t e n  

taken f o r  g ran ted . 10 

To r e t u r n  t o  "The F i r e  and the  Hearth"  and y e t  another view o f  Lucas. 

When he goes t o  Edmonds t o  i n fo rm him t h a t  George W i l  k i ns  i s  ope ra t i ng  a  

s t i l l  - he does go through w i t h  the  p l o t  a f t e r  a l l  - Lucas i s  low n igger :  

Wi thout  changing the  i n f l e c t i o n  of  h i s  vo ice  and apparent ly  
w i t h o u t  e f f o r t  o r  even design Lucas became n o t  Negro b u t  
n igge r ,  n o t  s e c r e t  so much as impenetrable, n o t  s e r v i l e  and 
n o t  e f fac ing ,  b u t  enve lop ing  h i m s e l f  i n  an aura of t ime less  
and s t u p i d  i m p a s s i v i t y  a lmost  l i k e  a  smel l .  ( j~. 59) 

I f  the v iewer d i d  n o t  f i n d  Lucas, l e s s  than a  hundred pages l a t e r ,  as 

"more than j u s t  a  man", t h i s  low n i g g e r  image could probably be dismissed as 

an image which complements low behav ior .  Yet, such an answer appears too 

simp1 i s t i c  when the p i c t u r e  o f  Lucas undergoes such a  d r a s t i c  t rans  forma t i o n :  



He's  m r e  l i k e  o l d  Carothers  than t h e  r e s t  o f  us p u t  
t o g e t h e r  [Roth observes], i n c l  ud i ng  01 d  Caro thers .  
He i s  b o t h  h e i r  and p r o t o t y p e  s imu l taneous  o f  a l l  t he  
geography and c l i m a t e  and b i o l o g y  wh ich  s i r e d  o l d  
Ca ro the rs  and a l l  t he  r e s t  o f  us and o u r  k i n d ,  myr iad,  
coun t1  ess  , face1 ess, even name1 ess now excep t  h i m s e l f  
who f a t h e r e d  h imse l f ,  i n t a c t  and incomple te ,  contemp- 
tuous,  a s  o l d  Carothers  must have been, o f  a1 1  b l ood  
b l a c k  w h i t e  y e l l o w  o r  red ,  i n c l u d i n g  h i s  own. (p .  118) 

And so t he  image now takes  on a  r oman t i c  t i n t ,  one wh ich  he lps  t o  i l l u m i n a t e  

t he  s ta tement  Lucas makes d u r i n g  h i s  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i t h  Zack Edmonds: " I ' m  

more than j u s t  a  man". No more than seven pages i n t o  t h e  s t o r y  a t  t h a t  p o i n t ,  

t he  reader  n a t u r a l l y  s t ops  t o  ponder such a  c l a i m .  Now however, Lucas indeed 

appears more than  a  man. As h i s  own p r o g e n i t o r ,  he soars  above mor ta l  l i m i  t a -  

t i o n s  t o  become h i s  own h e i r  and t he  p r o t o t y p e  o f  a l l  n a t u r a l  phenomena 

p a r t i c u l a r  t o  t h e  South. Th i s  i s  o f  course t o  suggest  t h a t  Lucas i s  r ep re -  

s e n t a t i v e  o f  a  Southern race  of  men whose ve ry  e x i s t e n c e  f a l s i f y  - even makes 

r i d i c u l o u s ,  t h e  concepts  i m p l i c i t  i n  segrega t ion . ' '  These t h e n  a r e  the  

images. we have o f  Lucas. And a1 1  those who saw t h e  comp lex i t y  o f  Char les Bon 

w i l l  c o n t i n u e  on f r o m  "The F i r e  and t h e  Hear th" ,  n o t  o v e r l y  alarmed t h a t  i t s  

p r o t a g o n i s t  i s  d e p i c t e d  as Proud Negro, l o w  n i g g e r  and more than a  man. 

The b l a c k  McCasl ins  a l l  b u t  van i sh  a f t e r  "The F i r e  and t h e  Hear th" .  I n  

t he  n e x t  s t o r y ,  "Panta loon i n  B lack" ,  t h e r e  i s  o n l y  a  pass ing  re fe rence  t o  

Lucas. We l e a r n  t h a t  R ider ,  t h e  hero,  b u i l d s  a  f i r e  on h i s  h e a r t h  on h i s  

wedding n i g h t ,  j u s t  as  "Uncle Lucas" had done on h i s .  Yet, R i d e r ' s  o n l y  

connec t i on  t o  Lucas - b r  any o f  the  McCasl i n s ,  i s  t h a t  he r e n t s  a  c a b i n  f rom 

Roth Edmnds. "Panta loon i n  B l a c k "  i s  t h e  sad l o v e  s t o r y  o f  a  g r i e v i n g  

widower.  I t  i s  un ique  i n s o f a r  as i t  i s  m a t e r i a l  which n o t  o n l y  appears 

ext raneous on f i r s t  v iew ing ,  b u t  s t u b b o r n l y  remains o u t s i d e  t he  McCasl i n  saga 



on l a t e r  viewi,ng. Indeed i f  we cons ider  Go Down, Moses a  f a m i l y  a f f a i r ,  

R ide r ' s  s t o r y  has no p lace i n  the work. W i t h i n  the con tex t  o f  the McCaslin 

album, Rider  proves, a t  best ,  an odd photograph o f  a  g r i e v i n g  Negro, a  man 

whose sorrow i s  misconstrued by the  w h i t e  community.'* A f t e r  "Pantaloon i n  

B lack"  comes "The Old People", where t h e r e  i s  a  re ference t o  Tennie's Jim - 
who goes hun t i ng  w i t h  the  p a r t y  headed by  Sam Fathers. But  the  camera eye 

never s e t t l e s  on him. The focus i s  now on the young I k e  and Sam Fathers. 

The focus s tays  w i t h  I k e  and Sam Fathers throughout  "The Old People" and i n t o  

"The Bear". I t  i s  o n l y  i n  the fou r th  s e c t i o n  o f  the  l a t t e r  s to ry ,  t h a t  the 

miscegenat ion- incest  theme i s  p icked up again, and we a re  once again w i t h  

o l d  Carothers and h i s  b lack  progeny. 

One would indeed be hard-pressed t o  f i n d  a  reader  - regardless o f  how 

caut ious  o r  a s t u t e  - who d i d  no t ,  on f i r s t  read ing  t h i s  book, f i n d  i t  

fragmentary t o  the p o i n t  where the n a r r a t i v e  threads seemed hopelessly  sca t te red  

and u n t i e a b l e .  And should the  unsuspect ing reader happen t o  p i c k  up M i n t e r ' s  

biography, l e a r n  t h a t ,  i n  December of 1941, when Faul kner  mai led  o f f  the 

t y p e s c r i p t  o f  Go Down, Moses, knowing " t h a t  he had w r i t t e n  another g rea t  

work, he made h i s  i n s t r u c t i o n s  p l a i n  : 'Set  as w r i t t e n  . . . DO NOT CHANGE 

PUNCTUATION NOR CONSTRUCTION" - read ing  the  book f o r  the  f i r s t  t ime and 

h i t t i n g  upon such a comment, the  dazed, weary s tudent  i s  q u i t e  l i k e l y  t o  

conclude t h a t  bo th  Faulkner  and h i s  b iographer a re  q u i t e  mad. Yet, a  

second, a  t h i r d  read ing ,  t h e  hard v i c t o r y  o f  enl ightenment  achieved, t he  

student ,  unmindful o f  p a s t  sent iments,  may openly p roc la im  respect  f o r  the 

w r i t e r ,  o r  a t  t he  v e r y  1  east, pay the g r e a t  f i c t i o n i s t  a  grudging compliment. 

For Go Down, Moses does f i n a l l y  appear ex t rao rd ina ry .  By focussing on 

the charac ter  o f  I k e  McCasl in i n  "The Old People" and "The Bear", Faul kner 



shows t he  r e a d e r  j u s t  what i t  means t o  be a  s e n s i t i v e  w h i t e  McCasl i n .  One 

d iscovers  t h a t  I k e  i s  i n  d i r e c t  c o n t r a s t  t o  Lucas - t h a t  t h e y  a r e  i n  p e r f e c t  

c o u n t e r p o i n t .  U h i l e  Lucas takes  p r i d e  i n  the  b l o o d  o f  o l d  Carothers ,  I k e  

views h i s  a n c e s t o r  as a  cankerous o l d  m n ,  one whose possess ions and way o f  

l i f e  a re  t o  be repud ia ted .  Th i s  double  p e r s p e c t i v e  c r e a t e s  a  t e n s i o n  w i t h i n  

the  n a r r a t i v e ,  and so, f a r  f r om  be ing  u n t i e a b l e ,  t he  n a r r a t i v e  th reads  a re ,  

f o r  the  most p a r t ,  n o t  o n l y  t i e d  beneath t h e  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  prose,  t h e y  a re  

q u i t e  t a u t .  Even t he  p i c t u r e  o f  Sam Fathers  f i t s  i n :  Sam,who i s  n o t  a  

McCasl i n ,  and who evo lves  i n  "The Old People" and "The Bear "  t o  such a  promin- 

e n t  p o s i t i o n  t h a t  i n i t i a l l y  he seems t o  upstage a l l  t h e  members o f  t h i s  

fami l y .  Yet, v i e w i n g  Sam a  second and a  t h i r d  t ime ,  one f i n d s  t h a t ,  as 

I k e ' s  s u r r o g a t e  f a t h e r ,  he takes an a p p r o p r i a t e  p l ace  i n  t he  album. Perhaps 

Warren Beck b e s t  sums up t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between I k e  and Sam when he w r i t e s :  

"what Sam Fa thers  s tands f o r  i n  I s a a c ' s  1  i f e  s t o r y  i s  a  p r i m a r y  f o r m a t i v e  

i n f l u e n c e  t h a t  i s  e x t r a f a m i l i a l ,  e x t r a s o c i e t a l  and an teda tes  by f a r  a l l  

he knows o r  i s  t o  l e a r n  o f  h i s  own h e r i t a g e  as a McCasl in .  'I3 This  c e r t a i n l y  

seems t o  be t h e  case: a  superb h u n t e r  whose eve ry  move appears p a r t  o f  some 

panygyr i c  t o  t h e  w i l de rness ,  Sam i s  t h e  i d e a l ,  t h e  model f o r  I k e .  I t i s  

Sam F a t h e r ' s  way o f  1  i f e ,  h i s  r e s p e c t  fo r ,  and communion w i t h ,  n a t u r e  t h a t  

i n f l u e n c e s  t h e  o u t l o o k  o f  young I k e .  I t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  because o f  a l l  t h a t  

Sam Fathers  has t a u g h t  him, as he i s  g row ing  up, t h a t  I saac  comes t o  v iew 

h i s  ances to r  as an e v i l  o l d  man. The a lmos t  m y s t i c a l  communion w i t h  t he  

woods which we f i n d  i n  Sam, and wh ich  he teaches I k e ,  i s  a  d imension absen t  

from Lucas' l i f e .  And so t he  r e a d e r  must r e v i e w  Lucas'  v iews o f  I k e  a g a i n s t  

t h e  new ev idence  found i n  "The O l d  People"  and "The Bear".  Now we d i scove r  

how d i f f i c u l t  i t  i s  t o  see I k e  as  a  weak l i ng  who " t u r n e d  apos ta te  t o  h i s  



name and l i n e a g e "  w i t h o u t  good reason. And y e t  we cannot  t o t a l l y  d i s r e g a r d  

t h e  v iew e i t h e r .  F i n a l l y ,  i t  becomes imposs ib l e  t o  s i d e  w i t h  e i t h e r  Lucas 

o r  Isaac.  Each c h a r a c t e r  has a  good case a g a i n s t  t h e  o t h e r ;  b o t h  pho to -  

graphs l o o k  t o  t h e  v i e w e r  e q u a l l y  f i n e  and e q u a l l y  f l awed:  Lucas i s  a  proud 

Negro who l i v e s  f o r  honor  and w i l l  n o t  r e l i n q u i s h  what he cons iders  t o  be 

r i g h t f u l l y  h i s  - b u t  h i s  p r i d e  i s  r o o t e d  i n  a  c o r r u p t  ances to r ;  I ke ,  on 

t he  o t h e r  hand, f e e l s  n o t  p r i d e ,  b u t  such g u i l t  and shame t h a t  he repud ia tes  

h i s  i n h e r i t a n c e  - o n l y ,  he becomes a  s e p a r a t i s t ,  e k i n g  o u t  a  meager ex is tence ,  

a  1  i f e  imperv ious  t o  n a t u r e  's  p ro1  i f i c a c y  and regene ra t i on .  Faul kne r  h i m s e l f  

i s  r e p o r t e d  t o  have s a i d  o f  I saac :  ". . . a  man ough t  t o  do more than j u s t  

r epud ia te .  "I4 And u l t i m a t e l y ,  a l l  I k e  does i s  r e p u d i a t e .  Even though he 

r e a l i z e s  t h a t  h i s  r e p u d i a t i o n  does n o t  f r e e  h im  o f  t he  curse,  t h a t  even i n  

running,  he c a r r i e s  h i s  h e r i t a g e  w i t h  him, he neve r t he less  seeks t o  e x p i a t e  

h i s  a n c e s t o r ' s  s i n s  by  d o i n g  j u s t  t h a t :  runn ing .  

There i s  a  sense o f  pathos as  t h e  s i x t e e n - y e a r - o l d  I k e  o f  "The Bear"  

grows i n t o  t h e  e i g h t y - y e a r - o l d  Unc le  I k e  o f  "De l ta  Autumn". For t ime  does 

n o t  change h i s  t h i n k i n g  o r  t h e  c i rcumstance of  t h e  McCasl ins.  As t h e  b l a c k  

l i n e  aga in  makes i t s  presence f e l t ,  embodied i n  the  person o f  J im Beauchamp's 

grand-daughter and h i s  great -grandson,  we f i n d  t he  young I k e  has seasoned 

i n t o  an o l d  man w i t h  a l l  h i s  de lus i ons  and p r e j u d i c e s  i n t a c t .  Cons ider  h i s  

adv i ce  t o  J im 's  descendant :  

Go back No r th .  Mar ry :  a  man i n  your  own r a c e .  T h a t ' s  the  
o n l y  s a l v a t i o n  f o r  you - f o r  a  w h i l e  y e t ,  maybe a l o n g  
w h i l e  y e t .  We w i l l  have t o  w a i t .  Marry  a  b l a c k  man. You 
a r e  young, handsome, a lmos t  wh i t e ;  you cou ld  f i n d  a  b l a c k  
man who would see i n  you what i t  was you  saw i n  him, who 
would ask  n o t h i n g  o f  you  and expec t  l e s s  and g e t  even s t i l l  
l e s s  t h a n  t h a t ,  i f  i t ' s  revenge you want. Then you w i l l  
f o r g e t  a l l  t h i s ,  f o r g e t  i t  eve r  happened, t h a t  he eve r  e x i s t e d .  
( P .  3631 



I k e  has l e a r n t  l i t t l e  i n  h i s  l o n g  l i f e :  he 

escape from t h e  McCasl in curse, t h a t  going 

man, i s  n o t  going t o  change t h i s  woman's c 

he has n o t  l e a r n t  - though he should have 

has n o t  l e a r n t  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no 

back North, marry ing a  b lack  

ircumstances o r  t h a t  of  her  c h i l d ;  

from h i s  own experience - t h a t  

fo rge t fu lness ,  1  i k e  escape, i s  imposs ib le  fo r  those o f  McCasl i n  blood. One 

th inks  o f  the f u t i l e  a t tempts  made by t h i s  woman's grandfather and h i s  s i s t e r  

t o  escape t o  the Nor th :  

I t  was as though he [Tennie's J i m ]  had n o t  o n l y  (as h i s  s i s t e r  
was l a t e r  t o  do)  p u t  runn ing  water  between h imse l f  and the l and  
o f  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  nameless b i r t h ,  b u t  he had in te rposed 
l a t i t u d e  and geography too, shaking from h i s  f e e t  f o reve r  
the v e r y  d u s t  o f  the l a n d  where h i s  wh i te  ancestor cou ld  . 
acknowledge o r  repud ia te  h im from one day t o  another,  
acco rd ing  t o  h i s  whim, b u t  where he dared n o t  even repud ia te  
the w h i t e  ances tor  save when i t met the wh i te  man's humor o f  
the moment. (p.  105) 

Jim does n o t  know t h a t  escape i s  impossib le,  t h a t  he and h i s  wh i te  ancestor  

a re  fo reve r  yoked t o g e t h e r  by blood, and t h a t  verbal  repud ia t i on  o r  geographic 

d i s l o c a t i o n  w i l l  n o t  a l t e r  the fact .  And so, i n  "Delta Autumn", as I k e ' s  

"gnarled, b lood less ,  bone-1 i g h t  bone-dry . . . f i nge rs  touched f o r  a  second 

the smooth young f l e s h  where the  s t r o n g  o l d  b lood ran  a f t e r  i t s  l o n g  l o s t  

journey back t o  home" (p. 362), t h e  c i r c l e  i s  complete. The c i r c l e  i s .  One 

must agree w i t h  Lev ins  t h a t  w i t h  the appearance o f  Jim Beauchamp's grand- 

daughter, c a r r y i n g  t h e  c h i l d  f a the red  by Roth Edmonds, " the o l d  b ib1 i c a l  

n o t i o n  of  the s i n s  o f  t h e  f a t h e r  comes f u l l  c i r c l e .  111 5 

With "Del ta Autumn" Faul kner  makes h i s  p o i n t :  miscegenation, 1  i ke 

Or ig ina l  Sin, cont inues .  Escape from the  ancest ra l  curse i s  impossib le as 

l o n g  as l i f e  i s  perpetuated.  Since t h i s  i s  q u i t e  ev iden t  w i t h  t h i s  s to ry ,  

the reader wonders why t h e  book does n o t  end here, and may we l l  v iew the  

t i t l e  piece, "Go Down, Moses", as somewhat a n t i c 1  i m a t i c .  



C r i t i c s  have i n t e r p r e t e d  the  l a s t  s t o r y  as Faul kne r ' s  a t tempt  t o  

con t ras t  the a g r a r i a n  1  i f e s t y l e  o f  t he  South t o  the money-oriented 1  i f e s t y l e  

of the North. Some go as f a r  as t o  s t a t e  t h a t  Samuel Beauchamp, Lucas' 

grandson and the  a n t i h e r o  o f  the  s to ry ,  comes t o  h i s  t r a g i c  end because he 

has been " ' g e t t i n g  r i c h  too  f a s t '  ; he has moved too q u i c k l y  f rom t h e  ag ra r i an  

l i f e  of the p l a n t a t i o n  t o  the money-oriented l i f e  of the Chicago underworld. 1'1 6 

O r  y e t  again t h a t :  "it i s  the Nor th  and the  modern wor ld breaking down the 

o l d  s t r u c t u r e s  t h a t  [is.] r espons ib le  fo r  h i s  fa11 ."17 A l l  such c r i t i c i s m  

f a i l s  t o  recognize the l a r g e r  view. Faulkner  does m r e  than juxtapose the 

po la r i zed  l i f e s t y l e s  o f  Nor th  and South; he hammers home h i s  c e n t r a l  theme: 

the McCaslin curse runs from genera t ion  t o  generat ion,  i s  v i s i t e d  upon a l l  

the o f fspr ing ;  escaping t o  the North, t r y i n g  t o  shed one's  i d e n t i t y  - as the 

opening d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  Samuel so v i v i d l y  i l l u s t r a t e s  - w i l l  n o t  save one. 

Indeed, fo r  Jim and Samuel both, runn ing  t o  the North t o  escape the McCaslin 

curse i s  somewhat 1 i k e  Oedipus f l e e i n g  t o  Thebes. 

Looking a t  t h e  t r a g i c  p i c t u r e  of Samuel, the viewer may experience the 

sense o f  having t r a v e l l e d  a  l o n g  way f rom what Wal te r  Taylor  c a l l s  the 

"hard laugh ing"  o f  "Was", i n  the  year  1859, t o  the hard c r y i n g  o f  M o l l y  i n  

1941 .I8 Yet, we end e x a c t l y  where we began, i n  the phys ica l  and the  ungeo- 

graphic South from which i t s  i n h a b i t a n t s  cannot escape. I n  Samuel, as i n  

Et ienne and Joe, we have another  ins tance o f  the "bad seed" coming t o  a bad 

end: l i k e  h i s  predecessors, Samuel i s  prone t o  v io lence .  A t  n ineteen he 

q u i t  the count ry  f o r  the town, where he "spent  a  year  i n  and o u t  of j a i l  f o r  

gambling and f i g h t i n g ,  t o  come a t  l a s t  under the ser ious  i nd i c tmen t  f o r  

breaking and e n t e r i n g  a  s t o r e "  (p. 372). The ind i c tmen t  i s  ser ious  because 

he s t r i k e s  down an o f f i c e r  when caught red-handed. When he breaks o u t  o f  



j a i l ,  t he  n a r r a t o r  g i v e s  h i s  own v e r d i c t :  ". . . a  y o u t h  n o t  y e t  twenty-one, 

w i t h  something i n  h i m  f r om t h e  f a t h e r  who bego t  and dese r t ed  h im and who 

was now i n  t h e  S t a t e  P e n i t e n t i a r y  f o r  mans laugh te r  - some seed n o t  o n l y  

v i o l e n t  b u t  dangerous and bad" (p. 372). C l e a r l y ,  Samuel i s  t h e  v i c t i m  o f  

h i s  h e r i t a g e ,  o f  h i s  genes. Yet, f o c u s i n g  on M o l l y ' s  p l a i n t i v e  chan t  o v e r  

h e r  grandson 's  body, Jeh len  c i t e s  and i n t e r p r e t s  t he  above ment ioned passage 

as f o l l o w s :  

Samuel's i deas  a r e  bad because he i s  bad and he i s  bad 
because he was born so, w i t h  "someth ing i n  h im  f rom the  
f a t h e r  who bego t  and d e s e r t e d  h i m  and who was now i n  the  
S t a t e  P e n i t e n t i a r y  f o r  mans laugh te r  - some seed n o t  o n l y  
v i o l e n t  b u t  dangerous and bad."  No th i ng  t h e r e  t o  r e f l e c t  
on anyone. The m a t t e r  shou ld  be s e t t l e d ,  b u t  M o l l y ' s  
a c c u s a t i o n  o f  t he  w h i t e  South i s  so power fu l  (_so t e l l i n g ? )  
t h a t  i t  f r i g h t e n s  even u n f l a p p a b l e  ~ a v i n . 1 9  

I t i s  t r u e  t h a t  M o l l y ' s  accusa t i on  i s  power fu l ,  as she repea ts '  ove r  and over  

aga in :  "Roth Edmonds s o l d  my Benjamin.  So ld  h i m  t o  Pharoah. Sold h im  t o  

Pharoah and now he dead" (.p. 380). B u t  i t  i s  beyond t he  comprehension o f  

t h i s  r eade r  how anyone cou ld  conc lude,  a f t e r  r e a d i n g  Samuel's s t o r y ,  and t he  

book as a  whole,  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  " n o t h i n g  t h e r e  t o  r e f l e c t  on anyone." Jeh len 

o b v i o u s l y  l o s e s  s i g h t  o f  t he  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  McCasl i n  cu rse .  The f a t h e r  who 

begot  and d e s e r t e d  Samuel was h i m s e l f  f i r s t  bego t t en  and abandoned when 

Carothers  McCas l in  summons h i s  own daugh te r ,  Tomasina, t o  h i s  house and 

go t  "a c h i l d  on h e r  and t hen  d i sm issed  h e r  because she was o f  an i n f e r i o r  

r a c e "  ( p .  294). And as w i t h  O r i g i n a l  S in ,  a l l  who come i n  the  wake o f  t h i s  

o l d  man a r e  g u i l t y  s i m p l y  by be ing ,  a l l  a r e  e q u a l l y  damned. 



Concl usion 

Let us juxtapose the final photographs from these albums, the family 

por t ra i t s ,  as i t  were. F i r s t ,  we have Thomas, Sutpen and his progeny. In 

the foreground i s  Sutpen himself: l a rge ,  so large that some would say heroic. 

In his expressionless composure, there i s  power - so much power t h a t  "anyone 

could look a t  him and say, Given the occasion and the need, t h i s  man can 

and will do anything. " For he i s  1 i  ke the experienced explorer, the one who 

endured the "normal hardship of the pursuit" as well as "the added a n d  unfore- 

seen handicap of the fever",  to  emerge alone, so l i t a ry ,  determined "to gain 

and keep to enjoy i t  the material prize fo r  which he accepted the original 

gambit." Yes, t ha t  i s  what we see most in his  face: determination. His 

eyes are  so fixed on h i s  dream t h a t  he can see none of the faces of the 

children he s i r ed ,  the children now surrounding him. B u t  perhaps i t  i s  just  

as well. For i f  Sutpen did ave r t  his eyes mmentarily, did look with parental 

affection a t  his  'acceptable '  offspring: Judith and Henry, he would find them 

mere " i l lusions",  rep l icas ,  cold,  expressionless,  "marblelike". And should 

he break f ree  of the r a c i s t  taboo long enough to look across t o  his black 

offspring, he would f ind only Charles Bon looking back a t  him with anguish 

and yearning on his  face.  The others ,  Clyt ie ,  Etienne and Jim, seem to ta l ly  

indifferent :  Clyt ie ,  wearing servant dress ,  wearing too t h a t  "marbleli ke" 

expression, Clytie watchful ye t  serene - her charge, Etienne, poised in an 

at t i tude of violent  a t tack;  and Jim, obl ivious to  a1 1 ,  ye t  with his m o u t h  

open in a howl. Looking over to  the McCaslin por t ra i t ,  we find s imi lar i t ies :  

In the foreground, towering above them a l l ,  i s  the haughty founding father ,  

old Carothers McCaslin. Stretching from e i t h e r  side of him i s  his accursed 

brood. On one s ide we find his  twin sons Buck and Buddy, his grandson Ike, 



h i s  d a u g h t e r ' s  son Cass, a l o n g  w i t h  Zack and Roth Edmonds; on t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  

we d i s c o v e r  t h e  Negroes, l e d  by  Tomey's Tu r l  and s t r e t c h i n g  way i n t o  t he  

shadows of  t h e  photograph.  U n l i k e  Sutpen's progeny, some o f  McCas l in ' s  

descendants c a s t  f l a t t e r i n g  g lances on him, and Lucas, b e a r i n g  a  s t r i k i n g  

resemblance t o  t h e  o l d  man, r ega rds  h im w i t h  p r i d e .  B u t  f r om  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  

I k e  l o o k s  a t  o l d  Ca ro the rs  w i t h  open scorn  and d i s g u s t  on h i s  face .  

On s t u d y i n g  these  f am i l y  p o r t r a i t s ,  t he  v i ewe r  comes t o  t h r e e  conc lus ions :  

one, a  d i v i d e d  house canno t  s tand;  two, t h e r e  i s  a t  once so r e a l  and so 

spur ious  a  d i v i s i o n  h e r e  t h a t  i t  appears r i d i c u l o u s l y  absurd;  th ree ,  miscegen- 

a t i o n  i s  a  s i n .  

The f i r s t  c o n c l u s i o n  we draw seems an obv ious  c l i c h e .  Yet, t he  l o u d  

dissonance t h a t  reaches i t s  c l i m a x  i n  t he  how l i ng  o f  Jim Bond, o r  t h e  w a i l i n g  

o f  M o l l y  Beauchamp; t h e  cha r red  r u i n s  o f  Sutpen 's  Hundred o r  the  cursed b i g  

house o f  t h e  McCasl ins  - a l l  bear  w i t ness  t o  t he  d e s t r u c t i v e n e s s  - the  

i n e y i  t a b l e  c o l l a p s e  o f  d i v i d e d  households.  

We f i n d  t h e  d ichotomy p a r a d o x i c a l .  C l y t i e ,  f o r  i ns tance ,  i s  so much a  

p a r t  o f  the  Sutpen household  t h a t  i t  i s  q u i t e  i n c o n c e i v a b l e  t o  t h i n k  o f  h e r  

o u t s i d e  t h a t  s e t t i n g .  Yet we a r e  c a l l e d  upon t o  see he r  above o r  beyond t he  

Sutpens, p r e s i d i n g  o v e r  t h e  f a t e  o f  h e r  f a t he r -mas te r .  M o l l y  Beauchamp, w h i l e  

n o t  o f  McCasl in  b lood,  i s  m a r r i e d  t o  Carothers  McCas l i n ' s  Negro grandson, 

and serves as t h e  s u r r o g a t e  w i f e  and mother t o  Zack and Roth Edmonds. Bu t  

M o l l y ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  Edmonds does n o t  o f f e r  t h e  b e s t  example o f  t he  

c l o s e  c o h a b i t a t i o n  o f  b l a c k  and wh i t e ,  the  o r g a n i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p  Cash speaks 

o f  i n  The Mind of t h e  South. The r e l a t i o n s h i p s  o f  Lucas and Zack, Henry and 

Roth p rove  e x c e l l e n t  examples. The curse, we a r e  t o l d  r epea ted l y ,  i s  

r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  d i v i s i o n ,  f o r  t h e  t ragedy .  



The curse, the  s i n ,  i s  miscegenation. I t  ea ts  away a t  the foundat ion o f  

these dynast ies,  i t  i s  what causes fa the rs  t o  deny c h i l d r e n ,  and t h e  ex i s -  

tence of a bond so s t r o n g  t h a t  o n l y  death w i  11 sever  i t .  We come t o  accept 

miscegenation as r e s u l t i n g  i n  a curse;  It i s  d i f f i c u l t  n o t  t o ,  when i t  

seems synonymous w i t h  a w i l d ,  d i s g u s t i n g  l u s t ,  and i s  yoked t o  greed and 

i nces t .  So i n e x t r i c a b l y  t i e d  i s  miscegenation t o  ownership o f  the land and 

i nces t ,  t h a t  i t  becomes a lmost  impossib le t o  d iscuss  i t  i n  i s o l a t i o n .  1 

Think ing o f  the  curse o f  the Sutpens and t h e  McCaslins, one th inks  o f  

a l l  th ree  offences, and t h i s  o f t e n  leads t o  thoughts o f  the g u i l t  o f  the 

founding fa thers .  Malcolm Cowley w r i t e s  o f  the p l a n t e r s :  "They had the  

v i r t u e  o f  l i v i n g  s ing le -m inded ly  by a f i x e d  code; b u t  t h e r e  was a l s o  an 

i nhe ren t  g u i l t  i n  t h e i r  "design", t h e i r  way o f  l i f e ,  t h a t  p u t  a curse on 

the land and brought  about  the C i v i l  War. "' I n  the case of  Sutpen and 

NcCaslin t h i s  " i n h e r e n t  g u i l t "  i s  quest ionable.3 What i s  impor tan t  here, 

however, i s  t he  y o k i n g  of  miscegenation t o  undeniabl e wrong-doi ng and 

l a b e l l i n g  i t  a s i n .  For i f  Faulkner reaches any cu lm ina t i ng  p o i n t  w i t h  

Go Down, Moses, i t  i s  t o  announce t h a t  miscegenation i s  a s i n  - one which, 

together  w i t h  ownership o f  l a n d  and people, brought  about the  McCasl i n  curse. 

And i n s o f a r  as t h e  McCasl in saga i s  a " ch ron i c le  which was a whole l and  i n  

min ia ture ,  which mu1 t i p l i e d  and compounded was the  e n t i r e  South", the  c e n t r a l i t y  

o f  miscegenation t o  the  Southern problem i s  immediately obvious. 

But  why e x a c t l y  i s  miscegenation a s i n ?  To the b e s t  of my knowledge, 

no one has asked the  ques t i on  o u t r i g h t .  Rather, c r i t i c s  a re  almost beside 

themselves w i t h  c u r i o s i t y  as t o  what miscegenation means, o r  t o  know what 

goes on i n  the w h i t e  Southerner 's  mind t o  evoke such a negat ive  response t o  

the Negro. There i s  a f i n e  d i s t i n c t i o n  t o  be made between miscegenation as 



s i n  because the  o f f s p r i n g  o f  miscegenetic coup l i ngs  a re  denied f u l l  parenta l  

and soc ia l  acceptance, and so f a t h e r i n g  such c h i l d r e n  i s  a s i n ,  and miscegen- 

a t i o n  as s i n  s imp ly  because w h i t e  consor ts  w i t h  Negro. Where e x a c t l y  does 

Faulkner stand i n  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n ?  We do n o t  know. For h i s  

voice cannot be heard above the voices o f  h i s  personas, and i t  has a l ready  

been s ta ted  t h a t  i t  would be f o l l y  t o  equate h im w i t h  any one o f  h i s  na r ra -  

t o r s  - regard less  o f  how sympathet ic they  may be, o r  how much they  focus on 

the wrong-doing o f  the  w h i t e  man. 

But regard less  o f  what h i s  thoughts were on the sub jec t ,  we do know 

t h a t  Faulkner was preoccupied w i t h  miscegenation. Over and over  he re tu rned  

t o  the theme, and so, a p a r t  f rom the  two nove ls  discussed here, t he re  a re  

characters o f  mixed b lood s c a t t e r e d  throughout  the Yoknapatawpha saga - the  

most famous be ing  Joe Christmas o f  L i g h t  i n  August. Audrey Vinson, i n  her  

essay "Miscegenation and I t s  Meaning i n  Go Down, Moses," concludes w i t h  

what seems an i n t e r e s t i n g  observa t ion  : 

Miscegenation f o r  Faul kner was apparen t l y  too  v o l a t i l e  , 
too  c l o s e  t o  u l t i m a t e  t r u t h  about  humanity t o  approach 
d i r e c t l y .  He d e f i n e d  i t  i n  many extensions o f  i t s  usual 
meaning w i t h  d e l i b e r a t e  semantic i n t e n t i o n .  Through 
i r o n y  and o t h e r  l i n g u i s t i c  d e v i c  s, he a r r i v e s  a t  complex 
meanings which a r e  i l l u m i n a t i n g .  8 

The on l y  problem here i s  t h a t  the i l l u m i n a t i o n  Vinson speaks o f  (she 

focuses the b u l k  o f  he r  d i scuss ion  on r i t u a l  i s t i c  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  as an exten-  

s ion  o f  miscegenation),  o n l y  shows t h a t  Faul kner  repeated ly  avoided making 

any d i r e c t  o r  conc lus i ve  statement  on the  issue.  Hence, f o r  a l l  the f l ow  

o f  r h e t o r i c  we remain f o r e v e r  a f l o a t  on the  sur face,  l a c k i n g  the  necessary 

d i v i n g  gear t o  take  us down t o  Faul kner ls  subterraneous h a b i t a t .  

Outside the  novels,  we o c c a s i o n a l l y  hear h im speak of  the Negro. The 

most no tab le  occasion be ing  t h e  Nobel P r i z e  address: ". . . the w i l l  o f  man 



to prevail will even take the nether channel of the black man, black race,  

before i t  will re l inquish,  succumb, be defeated." One cannot help b u t  wish 

the writer had phrased t h a t  d i f f e ren t ly ,  for  as i t  stands, i t  does seem t o  

suggest that  the black man, black race,  i s  being held i n  reserve, somewhat 

l ike  a n  army regiment which will  only be called out as a l a s t  resort .  B u t  

that  Faul kner should unhesi tan t l y  embrace the Negro without ambivalence, 

would, of course, be the most miraculous, un-Southern f ea t  imaginable. Every- 

t h i n g  in the society which nurtured him said the Negro was inherently 

infer ior  to the white man. Faulkner's grandfather owned slaves and fought 

in the Civil War, something which he never hesitated to mention in his public 

addresses on the Southern way of l i f e .  His advice t o  Negroes actively 

seeking c i v i l  r igh t s  i n  the postbellum South shows just  how aware Faulkner 

was of the white Southerner's deep-rooted belief in the infer ior i ty  of the 

Negro. He advised C i v i l  r i gh t s  leaders to  "Go slow". 

Go slow now. Stop now fo r  a time, a moment. You have 
the power now; you can afford t o  withhold for a moment 
the use of i t  as a force.  You have done a good job, 
you have jo l ted  your opponent off-balance and he i s  
now vulnerable. B u t  s top there for a moment; d o n t  give 
h i m  the advantage of a chance to cloud the issue by 
tha t  purely automatic sympathy for  the underdog simply 
he i s  under . . . You have shown the Southerner what you 
can do and what you will  do i f  necessary; give h i m  a space 
i n  which t o  get  h i s  breath and assimilate tha t  knowledge; 
to look about and see t h a t  (1 )  Nobody i s  going to  force 
integration on h i m  from the outside; ( 2 )  That he himself 
faces an obsolescence i n  his own land which only he can 
cure; a moral condition which not only must be cured but 
a physical condition which has got to be cured i f  he, 
the white Southerner, i s  t o  have any peace, i s  not to be 
faced w i t h  another legal process o r  maneuver every year, 
year a f t e r  year ,  f o r  the r e s t  of his l i f e .5  

Faulkner constantly advocated time and persistence - what he called "a 

course of inf lex ib le  and unviolent f lex i  bil i ty".  This, he said,  speaking 

as a Negro 



. . . i s  the course I would adv ise  the leaders  o f  my race 
t o  f o l l o w :  t o  send every  day t o  the w h i t e  school t o  which 
he was e n t i t l e d  by h i s  a b i l i t y  and c a p a c i t y  t o  go, a  s tudent  
o f  my race, f r e s h  and c l e a n l y  dressed, courteous, w i t h o u t  
t h r e a t  o r  v io lence,  t o  seek admission; when he was re fused 
I would f o r g e t  about  h im  as an i n d i v i d u a l ,  b u t  tomorrow I 
would send another  one, s t i l l  f r e s h  and c lean and courteous, 
t o  be re fused i n  h i s  t u r n ,  u n t i l  a t  l a s t  the wh i te  man him- 
s e l f  must recogn ize  t h a t  t h e r e  w i l l  be n  peace f o r  h im 
u n t i l  he h i m s e l f  has so lved the dilemma. g 

I n  h i s  essay "Faul kner and Desegregation", James Bal dwin concl udes : "The 

t ime Faulkner asks f o r  does n o t  e x i s t  . . . There i s  never t ime i n  the f u t u r e  

i n  which we w i l l  work o u t  o u r  s a l v a t i o n .  The chal lenge i s  i n  the mment, 

the t ime i s  always now. "7 One can a l s o  add t h a t  Favlkner asks too much o f  

both the b lack  and w h i t e  Southerner w i t h  h i s  adv i ce  t o  "Go slow": o f  the 

b l  ack man he asks t h a t  he con ti nue t o  to1 era t e  s o c i a l  i nequal i t y  f o r  an 

i n d e f i n i t e  p e r i o d  i n  o r d e r  t o  g i ve  the w h i t e  man t ime t o  a d j u s t  t o  the idea 

t h a t  he i s  e n t i t l e d  t o  c i v i l  r i g h t s ;  o f  the w h i t e  he asks t h a t  he r e a l i z e  

t h a t  "nobody i s  going t o  f o r c e  i n t e g r a t i o n  on h im from the ou ts ide  ... t h a t  

he faces the knowledge " t h a t  he h i m s e l f  faces an obsolescence i n  h i s  own 

land".  But the w h i t e  Southerner,  i n s o f a r  as he i s  a l s o  an American, has 

always faced an obsolescence i n  h i s  own land,  t h e  knowledge of  which he 

has managed t o  l i v e  w i t h  q u i t e  complacent ly .  Wi thout  being forced t o  change, 

t he re  i s  n o t h i n g  i n  the  Southerner 's  make-up t h a t  would propel  him t o  change 

o f  h i s  own accord. Did Faul kner  f o r g e t ,  f o r  a  moment, the t e n a c i t y  o f  the 

Southerner 's psyche? "The see th ing  and anonymous miasmal mass which i n  a l l  

the years o f  t ime has t a u g h t  i t s e l f  no boon o f  death"? One cannot he lp  b u t  

g ive  a  hear ing  t o  James Baldwin when he argues a g a i n s t  Faulkner 's  'middle 

o f  the road ' : 

... i t  i s  easy enough t o  s t a t e  f l a t l y  t h a t  Faulkner 's  
middle o f  the  road does n o t  - cannot  - e x i s t  and t h a t  
he i s  g u i l t y  o f  g r e a t  emotional and i n t e l l e c t u a l  d ishonesty 



i n  p re tend ing  t h a t  i t  does. I t h i n k  t h i s  i s  why he c l i n g s  
t o  h i s  fan tasy .  I t  i s  easy enough t o  accuse him o f  hypo- 
c r i s y  when he speaks o f  man be ing  " i n d e s t r u c t i b l e  because 
o f  h i s  s imple w i l l  t o  freedom." Bu t  he i s  n o t  be ing  hypo- 
c r i t i c a l ;  he means i t .  I t  i s  o n l y  t h a t  Man i s  one t h i n g  - 
a  r a t h e r  un lucky  a b s t r a c t i o n  i n  t h i s  case - and the  Negroes 
he has always known, so f a t a l l y  t i e d  up i n  h i s  mind w i t h  
h i s  g rand fa the r ' s  s l  aves , are  q u i t e  another . .  . .8 

Yes, there  i s  n o t h i n g  i n  the  novels t o  suggest o therw ise .  For Faul kner, 

the Negro came, n o t  o f  A f r i c a n  k ings,  b u t  o f  A f r i c a n  s laves.  That was h i s  

soc ia l  r e a l i t y .  When we agree w i t h  Genovese t h a t  one race cannot enslave 

another w i t h o u t  f e e l i n g  super io r ,  we a r e  a l s o  say ing  t h a t  any member o f  

the s laveho ld ing  c lass ,  rega rd less  o f  how sympathet ic  he i s  t o  the  Negro's 

p l i g h t ,  o r  how d i sgus ted  he i s  by h i s  g r a n d f a t h e r ' s  way o f  l i f e ,  we a r e  

saying t h a t  any such i n d i v i d u a l  , suck1 ed by the  South, i n  l o v e  w i t h  the 

South, must, on some l e v e l ,  however deep o r  however unconscious, share 

t h a t  sense o f  w h i t e  supremacy. 

Understandably: Faul kner  be ing  a  Southerner,  a  m o r a l i s t ,  a  man o f  

remarkable sensi  b i  1  i ty, must have experienced some o f  the keen anguish 

which he so b r i l l i a n t l y  captures  i n  h i s  most tormented charac ters .  And 

even as those charac ters  evoke our  sympathy, if n o t  our  complete under- 

standing, so too  should the  man behind t h e  characters.  U l t i m a t e l y ,  b lack 

readers among h i s  audience should be g r a t e f u l  t o  h im fo r  h i s  a r t ,  f o r  the 

moral r i chness  o f  a  D i l sey ,  o r  the  d i g n i t y  o f  a  Lucas, the  comic ' dev i lmen t '  

o f  a  Luster .  ... G r a t e f u l  too  t h a t  he showed, perhaps desp i te  h imse l f  and 

h i s  soc ie ty ,  the  a b s u r d i t y  as w e l l  as t h e  t ragedy o f  a  Southern r a c i a l  f a s t i -  

diousness. And if the complete meaning o f  miscegenation forever  escapes us, 

we do know t h i s  much: miscegenation i n  Yoknapatawpha bes t  encapsulates the  

wh i te  Southerner 's  d e n i a l  o f  the  Negro, h i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  embrace the b lack 

man as, f i r s t  and foremost, a  man, a  f e l l o w  human being w i t h  which t o  share 



b o t h  t h e  famine  and t h e  h a r v e s t  o f  n a t u r e ,  t h e  b a t t l e s  and t h e  v i c t o r i e s ,  

t h e  f e l l o w s h i p  o f  humani ty  because Negro, 1 i ke Caucasian, i s  man. 



Notes 

Introduction 

I W.J. Cash, The Mind o f  the South (New York: Doubleday & Company, 
1954), p .  94. 

2 ~ a s h ,  p. 62. 

3 ~ a s h ,  p. 62. 

4 ~ i l l i a m  Faulkner,  The Unvanquished (New York: Vintage Books, 1934),  p. 86. 

'will iam Faul kner ,  "The Nobel Prize Address", p r in t ed  i n  Wil l ian Faul kner: 
Essays, Speeches & Public Le t t e r s  (.New York: Random House, l965) ,  p. 56. 

'Cash, p. 62. Also, t he  sketch of the  poor whi te ,  i n  the person of Thomas 
Sutpen's f a t h e r  i n  AbsaSom, Absalom! , o f f e r s  an example of t h i s  kind of  
behaviour. For he seems to  e x i s t  i n  a "fog o f  alcohol and nigger-beat ing 
and scheming t o  avoid work." p. 241. 

'Osee Absalom, Absalom! (New York: Vintage Books, 19361, p. 232 - the  
sketch of  " the  mnkey n igger"  a t  the  Tidewater mansion who tu rns  the 
young Thomas Sutpen away from the f r o n t  door. 

~ u ~ e n e  D. Genovese, The World the  Slaveholders Made (New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1969) ,  p. 105. 



Notes 

I n t r o d u c t i o n  

14~enovese, p. 160. Genovese argues, on page 128, t h a t  George Fi tzhugh 
was "not  a t y p i c a l  f i g u r e  [ t h a t ]  h i s  argument, considered as a t h e o r e t i -  
ca l  system, d i d  n o t  sweep the South." Yet he acknowledges t h a t  De Row 
observed t h a t  F i tzhugh was, i n  1857, the South's "only  a c t i v e  working 
advocate" - one whose d o c t r i n e  o f  s l a v e r y  was "adopted by many. " And 
s ince Genovese h imse l f  acknowledges t h a t  F i  tzhugh's " thought  h e l d  a 
c e n t r a l  p lace  i n  the development o f  the ideo logy  o f  the master c lass" ,  
i t  would be more accurate,  and l e s s  con t rad i c to ry ,  t o  say t h a t  F i tzhugh 
was a leader ,  a spokesman f o r  h i s  c lass .  

I51n h i s  pro logue t o  The American Adam, R.W.B. Lewis w r i t e s :  

"The new h a b i t s  t o  be engendered on the new American scene were 
suggested by the  image of a r a d i c a l l y  new pe rsona l i t y ,  t he  hero 
of t he  new adventure:  an i n d i v i d u a l  emancipated f rom h i s t o r y ,  
h a p p i l y  b e r e f t  of  ancestry ,  untouched and u n d e f i l e d  by the  usual 
i n h e r i t a n c e s  o f  f a m i l y  and race . . . . The wor ld  and h i s t o r y  l a y  
a l l  be fo re  him. And he was the type o f  c rea tor ,  the  poet  par  
exce l lence,  c r e a t i n g  1 anguage i t s e l f  by naming the  elements o f  
the scene about  him. A l l  t h i s  and more were conta ined i n  the 
image o f  t he  American as Adam." 

Just how un-American the Southerner appeared i s  r e a d i l y  apparent. 

'I Z 
! 0 Genovese , p. 161 . 

I7cash, p .  94. 

"~bsalom, Absalom! , p. 139. 

'Osee Absalom, Absalom!, p. 230 - the conf ron ta t ion  between the Sutpens and 
the Negroes. 

* l ~ e r n a r d  De Voto, "Wi tchcra f t  i n  M i s s i s s i p p i "  i n  W i l l i a m  Faul kner:  The 
C r i t i c a l  He r i t age  [London : Routledge & Kegan ~ a u l  , 1975), p. 201. 

2 2 ~ e  Voto, p.  202. 



Notes 

The Sutpen Family Album 

' ~ e l v i n  Seiden, "Faul k n e r ' s  Ambiguous Negro, " The Massachusetts Review, 
1963, 4:675-690. 

' ~ e  Voto, "W i t chc ra f t  i n  M i s s i s s i p p i  ," p. 203. 

3 ~ h e  va ry ing  p o i n t s  o f  v iews i n  no way undermine the concept o f  a Southern 
s e n s i b i l i t y  argued i n  the  i n t r o d u c t i o n .  For even though Miss Rosa i s  
the vehement r a c i s t  here, we must remember t h a t  t he  Compsons a re  of the 
s laveho ld ing  c l a s s ,  and ' n i g g e r '  i s  as much a p a r t  o f  t h e i r  percept ion  
and vocabulary as i t  i s  o f  Miss Rosa's. 

4 ~ l e a n t h  Brooks, W i l l  i am Faul kner :  Toward Yoknapatawpha and Beyond 
(New Haven: Yale U n i v e r s i t y  Press, l 9 7 8 ) ,  p. 290. Brooks quest ions 
whether Sutpen i s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  the Southern p l a n t e r :  "Are h i s  values 
and a t t i t u d e s  toward 1 i f e  consonant w i t h  those o f  the Compsons and the 
McCaslins, the De Spains and the  o the r  p l a n t e r  f a m i l i e s ,  o r  a re  they 
d i f f e r e n t ?  The nove l  makes p l a i n  t h a t  Sutpen's p l a n t a t i o n  neighbors sense 
t h a t  he i s  a d i f f e r e n t  s o r t  o f  person from themselves." The main tene t  
o f  Professor Brooks '  argument appears t o  be t h a t  Sutpen i s  too a b s t r a c t  
t o  be considered a t y p i c a l  Southerner - too  preoccupied w i t h  h i s  design. 
He w r i t e s  t h a t :  "Though Thomas Sutpen i s  f i x a t e d  on the d e t a i l s  o f  
Southern p l a n t e r  s o c i e t y ,  a d o c t r i n a i r e  f i x a t i o n  o f  t h i s  s o r t  has a very  
wide general reference.  I n  fac t ,  i t  i s  a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  "American" 
aber ra t ion . "  (p. 299). The p o i n t  i s  t h i s :  though the Sutpen s t o r y  may 
be read as emblematic o f  American innocence, Thomas Sutpen i s ,  f i r s t  and 
foremost, r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of t he  Southern backcountryman grown prosperous. 
His f i x a t i o n  w i t h  h i s  des ign  i n  no way negates t h i s  fac t .  

   lea nth Brooks, W i l l  iarn Faul kner :  The Yoknapa tawpha Country (New 
Yale U n i v e r s i t y  Press, 1963), p. 427. 

Haven : 

6 ~ h a t  Sutpen should e n t e r t a i n  "scum and r i f f r a f f "  as w e l l  as "gent 
does n o t  i n  i t s e l f  p rove t h a t  he was a d i f f e r e n t  s o r t  o f  p l a n t e r .  
how f l u i d  the  s o c i a l  boundar ies were a t  the  t ime, Cash in forms us 

1 e f o l  ks"  
Showi ng 

: " F u l l y  
three-quarters o f  the  p l a n t e r s  were accustomed t o  having t h e i r  farmer 
neighbors and cous ins  a t  t h e i r  boards now and then; nor  was i t  any r a r e  
t h i n g  fo r  a g r e a t  man w i t h  p o l i t i c a l  ambi t ions t o  se ize  on a dozen crackers 
a t  a camp-meeting o r  a p a r t y  r a l l y  and bear them o f f  t o  h i s  home t o  s leep 
on h i s  bes t  beds and make merry w i t h  h i s  b e s t  l i q u o r  . . . ." ( p .  53) 



Notes 

The Sutpen Fami ly  A1 bum 

I 
Brooks, Toward Yoknapatawpha and Beyond, p . 290. 

' ~ e l v i n  Backman, Faul kne r :  The Major Years ( ~ l o o m i n g t o n :  Indiana 
U n i v e r s i t y  Press, 1966), p. 1.05. 

'Lynn G a r t r e l l  Levins,  Faul kner ' s  Heroic Design (Athens : The Un ive rs i  t y  
o f  Georgia, 1976), p. 25. 

' O D ~  Voto, " W i t c h c r a f t  i n  M i s s i s s i p p i  ," p. 200. De Voto a p p l i e s  the c o n f l i c t  
the reader f i n d s  i n  the  p o r t r a i t  o f  Charles Bon t o  the o v e r a l l  theme o f  
the novel : "That theme i s  h a r d l y  reduc ib le  t o  words, and c e r t a i n l y  has 
n o t  been reduced t o  words by M r .  Faul kner. It i s  beyond the boundary o f  
exp lanat ion :  some undimensional i d e n t i t y  of  f e a r  and l u s t  i n  which a man 
i s  both b lack  and wh i te ,  y e t  n e i t h e r ,  l o a t h i n g  both, rush ing  t o  embrace 
both w i t h  some super -To ls to ian  ecstasy o f  abasement, f u l  f i l l m e n t ,  and 
exp ia t i on .  " 

I L I n  h i s  essay " H i s t o r y  and the Sense o f  t h e  Trag ic :  Absalom, Absalom! ", 
Cleanth Brooks argues t h a t  C l y t i e  i s  accepted, by Sutpen, as h i s  
daughter: " ~ f t e r - ~ u t p e n  has re tu rned  from the  war, C l y t i e  s i t s  i n  the  
same room w i t h  J u d i t h  and Rosa and Sutpen and l i s t e n s  each evening t o  
the sound o f  Sutpen's  vo i ce .  When Sutpen proposes t o  Rosa, he begins, 
" '  Judi th ,  you and C l y t i e  - ' and ceased, s t i l l  en te r i ng ,  then said,  ' No, 
never mind. Rosa w i l l  n o t  mind i f  you both hear i t  too, s ince we are  
s h o r t  f o r  t ime.  "' C l y t i e  i s  accepted n a t u r a l l y  as p a r t  o f  the "we ." She 
can be so accepted because acceptance on t h i s  l e v e l  does n o t  i m p e r i l  
Sutpen's "design. " The l a s t  sentence here seems t o  c o n t r a d i c t  Brooks ' 
argument - t h a t  C l y t i e  i s  accepted as Sutpen's daughter w i t h o u t  any 
regard t o  c o l o r .  I f  t h i s  was indeed the  case, one would n o t  have t o  
speak i n  terms o f  ' l e v e l s '  o f  acceptance. 

13~had ious  M. Davis, "The Yoking o f  "Abs t rac t  Con t rad i c t i ons " :  C l y t i e ' s  
meaning i n  Absalom, Absalom! ", Studies i n  American F i c t i o n ,  p .  218. 

14 Backman, p .  109. 



Notes 

The Su tpen Fami 1  y A1 bum 

1 5 ~ l i z a b e t h  M. Ke r r ,  W i l l i a m  F a u l k n e r t s  Goth ic  Domain (.London: Na t i ona l  
U n i v e r s i t y ,  19791, p .  35. 

' 'while t he  p e r p e t u a t i o n  o f  emot iona l  c h i l d  abuse i s  most e v i d e n t  i n  the  
r e p u d i a t i o n  o f  Negro progeny by t h e  w h i t e  s i r e ,  t h e  f a the r - son  es t range-  
ment, t h e r e  i s  a l s o  t h e  sugges t ion  t h a t  mothers,  as w e l l  as f a t h e r s ,  a r e  
g u i l t y  o f  emo t i ona l  c h i l d  abuse, and t h a t  i t  i s  pe rpe tua ted  f r om one 
gene ra t i on  t o  t h e  nex t .  I n  the  generous f l o w  o f  Faul k n e r i a n i s m  below, 
n o t i c e  how t h e  mother-son r e l a t i o n s h i p  between Bon and h i s  mother i s  
made r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  a l l  m o t h e r - c h i l d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  : 

". . . he t ook  i t  f o r  g ran ted  t h a t  a1 1  k i d s  d i d n  ' t have f a t h e r s  
t o o  and t h a t  g e t t i n g  snatched eve ry  day o r  so from whatever 
harmless p u r s u i t  i n  which you  were n o t  b o t h e r i n g  anybody o r  
even t h i n k i n g  abou t  them, by  someone because t h a t  someone 
was b i g g e r  than  you, s t r o n g e r  than you, and b e i n g  h e l d  f o r  a  
m inu te  o r  f i v e  m inu tes  under a  k i n d  o f  bus ted  wa te r  p i p e  o f  
i ncomprehens ib le  f u r y  and f i e r c e  y e a r n i n g  and v i n d i c t i v e n e s s  
and j e a l o u s  rage  was p a r t  o f  ch i l dhood  which a l l  mother o f  
c h i l d r e n  had r e c e i v e d  i n  t u r n  from t h e i r  mothers and f r om 
t h e i r  mothers  i n  t u r n  from t h a t  Por to  R ico  ( s i c )  o r  H a i t i  
o r  wherever i t  was we a l l  came f rom b u t  none o f  us eve r  l i v e d  
i n . "  [p. 298) 



Flo tes  

The McCaslin Family Album 

' ~ a v i d  Min ter ,  W i l l i a m  Faulkner h i s  l i f e  and Work (London: The Johns 
Hopkins U n i v e r s i t y  Press, 1980), p. 186. 

'clean t h  Brooks, Toward Yoknapatawpha and Beyond, p. 252. 

3~ompar ing  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  form of  Absalom, Absalom! and Go Down, Moses, 
David M i n t e r  s t a t e s :  " I f  Absalom, Absalom! may be s a i d  t o  be Faul kne r ' s  
paradigm o f  a t e l l e r ' s  r e l a t i o n s  t o  h i s  t a l e ,  Go Down, Moses may be s a i d  
t o  be h i s  paradigm o f  a r e a d e r ' s  r e l a t i o n s  t o  h i s  t e x t .  " (p. 188) 

4 ~ y r a  Jehlen, Class and Character i n  Fau lkner 's  South (New York: Columbia 
U n i v e r s i t y  press, 1976), p. 122. 

'contrary t o  Genovese 's  a n a l y s i s  t h a t  Southern p l a n t e r s  found i t d i f f i c u l  t 
t o  "accept the i dea  t h a t  t he  cash nexus o f f e r e d  a pe rm iss ib le  bas i s  f o r  
human r e l a t i o n s , "  i n  Faul kne r ' s  work, the reader f inds  a p a t t e r n  o f  cash 
set t lements be ing  made on the  emotional and moral debts o f  w h i t e  
Southerners t o  Negroes. For example, Roth Edmonds, 1 i ke h i s  g reat -great -  
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t o  the  bedroom where they  s l e p t  together  on the  p a l l  e t  when spending 
the n i g h t  there ,  no more than they  understand when Roth re fuses  t o  s leep 
w i t h  Henry on the  p a l l e t ,  b u t  sleeps a lone i n  the bed. But  a f t e r  t h i s  
i n c i d e n t :  

They never  s l e p t  i n  t he  same room aga in  and never  aga in  a t e  
a t  the  same t a b l e  because IRothJ admi t ted  t o  h i m s e l f  i t  was 
shame now and he d i d  n o t  go t o  'Henry's house and f o r  a  month 
he o n l y  saw Hnery a t  a distance,  w i t h  Lucas i n  t h e  f i e l d  ... 
Then one day he knew i t  was g r i e f  and was ready t o  admit  S t  
was shame a l so ,  wanted t o  admit  i t  o n l y  i t  was t o o  l a t e  then, 
forever  and fo rever  t oo  l a t e .  (p. 112) 
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As i n  the case o f  Lucas and Zack, the break i n  the f r i e n d s h i p  o f  Henry 
and Roth i s  shown as the d i r e c t  r e s u l t  o f  the curse brought about  by 
the s i n  o f  the ancestor .  Old Carothers'wrong-doing i s  now e leva ted  t o  
the l e v e l  o f  O r i g i n a l  Sin,  o f  which a l l  a r e  g u i l t y .  Shame, g r i e f ,  a  
poignant anguish, a r e  l i k e  u g l y  b i r t h  marks s c a r r i n g  the McCaslin o f f -  
spr ing, causing a d e f o r m i t y  o f  s p i r i t ,  one which r e s u l t s  i n  i s o l a t i o n .  
Racial segregat ion now becomes l i t t l e  more than an expression o f  t h i s  
i s o l a t i o n .  

121n the f i r s t  p a r t  o f  'Pantaloon i n  B lack"  the n a r r a t i v e  eye i s  f i x e d  on 
Rider .  (Mourning h i s  w i f e ' s  death) ,  we f i n d  the  Negro i s o l a t e d  w i t h  h i s  
g r i e f ,  despera te ly  seeking r e l i e f  i n  work and whiskey w i t h o u t  success. As 
thoughts o f  h i s  beloved Mannie c u t  i n t o  h i s  psyche, and the temporary 
balm o f  a lcoho l  numbs h i s  senses, R ider  makes h i s  way t o  a d i c e  game. 
Banging on the door f o r  admittance, he e e r i l y  announces t o  the  p l a y e r s :  
"Open h i t .  H i t ' s  me. Ah'm snakeb i t  and bound t o  d i e . "  Rider  i s  indeed 
su f fe r i ng  from a wound as pe rn i c ious  as a snakebi te;  moreover, when he 
enters the room and we immediate ly  l e a r n  tha t ,  among the gamblers i s  the 
whi te night-watchman "w i th  the heavy p i s t o l  i n  h i s  h i p  pocket," we sense 
t roub le  q u i v e r i n g  i n  the a i r  and a lmost  gl impse pa le  phantom Death 
w a i t i n g  i n  the wing. Sure enough, one page l a t e r ,  the wh i te  man reaches 
f o r  the p i s t o l  as Rider  agg ress i ve l y  t r i e s  t o  ge t  i n t o  the game. And 
Death, no l onger  pa le  o r  hover ing,  descends w i t h  the d e x t e r i t y  o f  succ inc t  
v io lence . 
The reader, l o n g  moved t o  sympathy f o r  t h i s  snakebi t t e n  widower, by the 
poignancy o f  h i s  g r i e f ,  i s  suddenly faced w i t h  the ignorance o f  the 
s h e r i f f ' s  deputy: 

"Them damn niggers,"  I t h e  deputy r e f 1  ects on R ide r ' s  behaviour]  
"I swear t o  godfrey, i t ' s  a wonder we have as 1 i t t l e  t r o u b l e  w i t h  
them as we do. Because why? Because they  a i n t  human. They l o o k  
l i k e  a man and they  walk on t h e i r  h i n d  l e g s  l i k e  a man, and they  
can t a l k  and you can understand them and you t h i n k  they a r e  
understanding you, a t  l e a s t  now and then.  But  when i t  comes t o  
the normal human fee l i ngs  and sent iments o f  human beings, t h e y  
might j u s t  as w e l l  be a damn herd o f  w i l d  b u f f a l o e s "  (p .  154). 

The deputy goes on t o  e l u c i d a t e  the Negro's l a c k  o f  "normal human f e e l i n g s  
and sent iments" by r e l a t i n g  R ide r ' s  behaviour a t  Mannie's f u n e r a l  , and 
d i r e c t l y  afterwards, t o  h i s  w i fe .  But  i n  the process o f  h i s  n a r r a t i o n  he 
reveals no th ing  so much as h i s  own l a c k  o f  percept ion  and s e n s i t i v i t y  to 
Rider 's  obvious, if unique, expressions o f  g r i e f :  
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"His wife dies  on h i m .  All r ight .  B u t  does he grieve? 
He's the biggest and busiest  man a t  the funeral. Grabs 
a shovel before they even got the box into the grave they 
t e l l  me, and s t a r t s  throwing d i r t  onto her f a s t e r  than a 
s l i p  scraper could maybe have done i t .  B u t  t h a t ' s  a l l  
r igh t  ... maybe t h a t ' s  how he f e l t  about her. ... B u t  here 
the next day he's the f i r s t  man back a t  work except the 
fireman, get t ing back to the mill before the fireman had 
his f i r e  going, l e t  alone steam u p .  ... So he comes to 
work, the f i r s t  man on the job, when McAndrews and every- 
body e l se  expected h i m  t o  take the day off  since even a 
nigger couldn ' t  want no be t te r  excuse for a holiday than 
he had j u s t  buried his wife, when a white man would have 
t o o k  the day off  out of pure respect no matter how he f e l t  
about his  wife. . . . B u t  not him" ( p .  156). 

To the end Rider i s  isolated u i th  his grief and his actions misconstrued 
by the white community. In j a i l  for the murder of the watchman, Rider 
t r i e s  to  break out - not because he wants t o  escape the consequences of 
the crime, b u t  because his anguish over Mannie seems to be less  poignant 
in the open a i r .  Ripping off  the cel l  door, "bricks hinges and a l l  ", Rider 
"walks out of the ce l l  toting the door over his head l i k e  i t  was a gauze 
window-screen, hol ler ing,  " I t ' s  awright. I t ' s  awright. Ah a i n t  trying 
to gi t away." As he i s  seized, he continues to  i n s i s t :  "Ah a i n t  trying 
to  g i t  out. Ah a i n t  t ry in  to  g i t  ou t . "  His c r i e s ,  his anguish, fa l l  
not on deaf, b u t  on befuddled ears .  

3 ~ a r r e n  Beck, Faul kner (London : The University of Wisconsin Press, l976), 
p .  377. 

1 5 ~ e v i n s ,  Faulkner's Heroic Design, p .  85. 

18wal t e r  Taylor, "The Double Perspective of Faul kner's 'Was"', Southern 
Humanities Review, 1970, 3:ll-14. 

1 9 ~ e h l e n ,  p .  63. 
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 here i s  o n l y  an a l l u s i o n  to  the l u s t  o f  o l d  McCaslin, and no th ing  about 
l u s t  i s  mentioned i n  the instance o f  Sutpen and h i s  s lave .  The sexual 
passion which must have d r i v e n  these men t o  c o n s o r t  w i t h  b lack women i s  
t o t a l l y  absent f rom Fau lkner 's  work. Yet we can assume t h a t  such a  
passion was a  r e a l i t y  - a  hard r e a l i t y  - one which the w h i t e  man, imbued 
w i t h  racism, cou ld  n o t  face. I n  Mind o f  the South Cash makes an i n t e r e s t i n g  
observat ion about the Negress and miscegenat ion:  

Torn f rom he r  t r i b a l  r e s t r a i n t s  and t a u g h t  an easy com- 
p la isance f o r  commercial reasons, she was t o  be had f o r  
the tak ing .  Boys on and about the  p l a n t a t i o n  i n e v i t a b l y  
learned t o  use her,  and having acqu i red  the  h a b i t ,  o f t e n  
cont inued i t  i n t o  manhood an'd even a f t e r  marr iage.  For 
she was n a t u r a l ,  and cou ld  g ive  h e r s e l f  up t o  passion i n  a  
way impossib le t o  wives i n h i b i t e d  by  P u r i t a n i c a l  t r a i n i n g .  
And e f f o r t s  t o  b u i l d  up a  taboo a g a i n s t  miscegenation made 
l i t t l e  r e a l  progress. (.p. 95) 

If the reader s e r i o u s l y  considers Cash's commentary, and t h i n k s  o f  the 
Negro as emblematic o f  man's bond t o  the  ea r th ,  then one must conclude 
t h a t  i t  i s  no s imple ma t te r  o f  depraved l u s t  t h a t  d r i v e s  the  wh i te  man 
t o  the Negress, b u t  the i n v o l u n t a r y  haul o f  an elemental bond. This i s  a  
dimension t h a t  i s  absent  from the t rea tment  o f  miscegenation i n  bo th  
Absalom, Absalom! and Go Down, Moses. 

' ~ a l c o l m  Cowley, The Por tab le  W i l l i a m  Faulkner  (New York: The Y i k i n g  Press, 
1946), p. xx .  

3~enovese may w e l l  have had the  Sutpens and McCaslins i n  mind when he accuses 
Cash of  being l a r g e l y  respons ib le  fo r  " the  spread o f  g u i l  tomania" among 
h i s t o r i a n s  s t u d y i  ng Southern p l a n t e r s  : 

If  some h i s t o r i a n s  choose t o  be impressed by the evidence 
t h a t  some p lan te rs ,  accept ing  the  moral s tandards of bourgeois 
soc ie t y ,  f e l t  g u i l t y  about s lavery,  o t h e r s  may be permi t t e d  t o  
be impressed by how many d i d  no t ,  f o r  t h e i r  f a i l u r e  t o  d i s p l a y  
a  sense o f  g u i l t  demonstrates j u s t  how f a r  they had advanced 
toward a1 t e r n a t i v e  no t i ons  o f  m o r a l i t y  and s o c i a l  o rde r .  
Unmistakable evidence o f  g u i l t  f e e l i n g s  e x i s t s ,  b u t  i t  does 
get  r a r e r  as we approach 1861, f o r ,  as we might  expect,  the  
v i c t o r y  o f  the pros lavery  fo rces  on the i d e o l o g i c a l  p lane had 
t o  man i fes t  i t s e l f  psycho log i ca l l y  (p. 146) .  
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4 ~ u d r e y  Vinson, "Miscegenat ion and I t s  Meaning i n  Go Down, Moses," CLA 
Journal  (14:143-155, l97O),  p.  155. 

5 ~ i l l i a m  Faul  kner ,  Essays B Publ i c  L e t t e r s ,  ed. James Mer iwe ther  (New York: 
Random House, 1965), p .  107. 

6 ~ a u l  kner ,  Essays & Publ i c  L e t t e r s ,  "A L e t t e r  t o  t he  Leaders i n  the Negro 
Race" was o r i g i n a l l y  p u b l i s h e d  as "If I Were a Negro," p.  110. 

~ames Bal  dwin,  "Faul kne r  & Desegregat ion ," P a r t i s a n  Review (23 :568-573, 
F a l l ,  1956),  p.  573. 
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