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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

In March of 1959.) William Faulkner finished The Mansion and 
sent it off to his publisher, Random House. Thus was completed the 
trilogy of The Hamlet, The Town, and The Mansion, three books each sub
titled by the author as "A Novel of the Snopes Family." These novels 
have been attentively reviewed, and much has been written on the mean
ing of the Snopeses, the language and structure of the books, and the 
author's use of time, motion, and attitude. But little has been writ
ten actually examining the theme of the trilogy as a whole. The first 
major work on this was written by Warren Beck whose Man In Motion was 
published in 1961 after the inception of this thesis. Therefore, I 
felt that a challenging and valuable task lay in the examination of 
the theme of the Snopes trilogy.

As will be seen in the section on the activities of the 
Snopeses and the subsequent investigation of the frustrated couples, 
Faulkner's underlining, of the role of the Snopes tribe may cause us to 
neglect the deeper problems the author was probing. Only through a 
thorough study of the human loves and lives treated in the novels can 
Faulkner's theme be ascertained. Irving Howe has suggested that there 
will follow "scores of essays which will trace the ways in which each

1



incident or episode in the trilogy contributes to the total scheme and 
which will thereby create the false impression that a satisfying con
gruence exists between the conceptual design and the novels as they 
actually are.,r̂

It is my conclusion that there is a satisfying congruence be
tween design and product, that the Snopeses with which Faulkner was 
concerned can only be understood in their relationship to a much larger 
meaning, that the actual theme of the Snopes trilogy is an investiga
tion into the concept of love.

For necessary background, I shall discuss very briefly the life 
of William Faulkner, the influence of his environment, the parallels 
between Lafayette and Yoknapatawpha counties, and the early influences 
upon this microcosm. An objective chronicle of the Snopes infiltration 
will follow, and then the body of the paper will be given to examina
tions of the individual relationships in the novels.

Irving Howe, William Faulkner (lew York: Vintage Books,
1962), p. 285. ------ ------- ..



CHAPTER II

THE WORLD OF WILLIAM FAULKNER

To understand William Faulkner’s fiction, one must examine the 
background of his family, his South, and the history, both real and 
mythical, upon which he brooded and which so greatly influenced his 
attitudes.̂

The great-grandfather of the author of the Snopes trilogy was 
an excitingly colorful gentleman much in the pattern of old Colonel 
Sartoris, the legendary force of the novel, Sartoris» This active. 
Southern gentleman fought in the Mexican War and the Battle of Bull 
Run. He was tried for murder on two separate occasions and acquitted 
both times. He built a railroad, ran several businesses, founded a 
college. He also wrote a novel which was extremely popular in his 
lifetime, The White Rose of Memphis. Upon one occasion he rescued a 
murderer from a mob that was preparing to lynch him, got the murderer's 
story, delivered the man for execution, and sold enough copies of the 
confession in pamphlet form to clear for himself over twelve hundred 
dollars. He was shot in 1889 by a former business partner who was in 
turn acquitted. Clearly this was a model which would impress any im
aginative child.

2Ibid., pp. 10-21.
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Old Colonel’s son, John, the author's grandfather, served as 
Assistant United States Attorney and hank president in Oxford, 
Mississippi. He aided the political rise of the red-necks and worked 
with Senator Vardaman in exploiting the grievances of the tenant farm
ers in Lafayette County. Again, Faulkner was probably well aware of 
this legacy. William’s father, Murry, failed to carry on the romantic 
legend to which he was heir. He was a decent, colorless man who ran a 
livery stable and a hardware store and then became business manager for 
the University of Mississippi, which is located in Oxford.

The author of the Snopes trilogy was born in 1897 into a so
ciety rich with memories and myths of the Old South, the Civil War, the 
bitterness of the Reconstruction Era. He left high school without fin
ishing, worked at odd jobs, tried to enlist in the Army Air Corps but 
was rejected as being too small, joined the Canadian Air Force and was 
discharged at the end of the war without having seen combat. He at
tended the University of Mississippi, did poorly in English and dropped 
out after one year. He came under the influence of Phil Stone, a man 
four years older than Faulkner, who introduced him to the world of lit
erature. These two spent many hours discussing culture, criticism, 
their Southern heritage, and the future of the South. With a subsidy 
from Stone, Faulkner published in 1924 a book of poems: The Marble
Faun. The book received little notice.

Later that year, Faulkner went to live in Hew Orleans and came 
under the influence of a group of literary young men led by the estab
lished Sherwood Anderson. Anderson’s wife had been Faulkner's superior 
when he had sold books briefly in Lord and Taylor's book department in



New York. The influence of Anderson upon Faulkner was important. It 
came at a crucial time in Faulkner's life, when the potential author 
was vacillating— searching for a medium to express his creative bent. 
With Anderson and the others, Faulkner read, talked, drank, brooded 
about the South and literature and the inherent meaning in the South's 
decline. From this period in. his life came two novels: Soldier's Pay
(1926) and Mosquitoes (1927). Anderson had encouraged Faulkner to 
switch to fiction, and legend relates that Soldier's Pay was published 
through Anderson's intervention. Neither of the novels sold well, and 
Faulkner returned to Oxford, married a childhood sweetheart, got a job 
in the city power plant, and published his third novel: Sartoris (1929)°

With the emergence of Sartoris the Yoknapatawpha cycle had be
gun; the artist had found his medium. , In rapid succession followed:
The Sound and the Fury (1929)1 As I Lay,Dying (1930); Sanctuary (1931); 
a collection of short stories. These Thirteen (l93l)j and Light in 
August (1932). In the next thirty-three years twenty-six more volumes 
were published. His last published work, The-Reivers, is on most best
seller lists at the time of this writing. His death on July 6, 1962, 
terminated a career which found him universally acclaimed as one of the 
greatest writers of our times. A definitive study of his work remains 
as a task for future scholarship. Such a study will indeed be rewarding 
to those who undertake it.

Faulkner's life and writing must be seen in the light of his 
environment to be understood more completely. Ward L. Miner has per
ceptively described and analyzed the area of Oxford, Mississippi:



...a quiet, almost somnolent town..„.One of the first things 
that a visitor notices is the cleanliness....The second.== 
impression is that of decay— ultra-respectable and genteel, 
hut still decay....Like the land, the people in the community 
have been gullied by a spiritual decay, though covered over 
with a veneer of respectability. Families once bold and 
vigorous are now spectators rather than participating actors.3

This is the town where he played soldier as a boy, directed in 
his games by living veterans of the Civil War. This is the town where 
the courthouse lends its high-blown language to the chicanery of trial 
and strategy. This is the town where the farmers congregate on Satur
days, where men squat against buildings and converse away the long sum
mer afternoons. Here the fruit jar of com liquor passes from hand to 
hand as attempts are made to top the previously-told tall tale of the 
land and the wilderness and the glorious "used to be." All of this must 
have impressed itself deeply on young William Faulkner as he pondered 
the tide of events that brought about the downfall of his own family, 
and Oxford, and the South, from the romantic era of the past.

Faulkner’s roots are here. From this Mississippi which he 
loved and for which he lamented, he has created a mythical county, 
Yoknapatawpha. The Indian word was "Yocona" plus "petopha" which meant 
"split l a n d . T h e  early record of Lafayette County lists the Yocona 
River as the "Yocanapatafa River.This land of Faulkner's imagination 
is rich and fertile and almost over-ripening under the Southern sun; a

3ward L. Miner, The'World of William Faulkner (Hew York: 
Grove Press, Inc., 1959)> pp. 18-19.

^Ibid., p. 69.
5Ibid., p. 18,



land of "black earth and dense forests and rotting swamps; a land where
hears still stalk the forest1s gloom, rattlers still slide along oozing
hanks- But this is also a land of dry, drought-cracked, barren clay
producing stunted crops under the merciless sky. Here is a cotton
economy where wealth accrues to those who possess the rich land and
can huy the needed fertilizer and tools. But most of the farmers
scratch a marginal living from their tiny, overworked plot of soil
which is their enemy, with which they wage a futile struggle, and
toward which they are inevitably drawn. The county seat is Jefferson.
Oxford is its model; the people of Mississippi are its inhabitants.
Twenty miles southeast of Jefferson lies the village of Frenchman’s
Bend. Miner shrewdly states Faulkner’s imaginative task:

...to record the real history of a particular region of 
this country, using the material he knows himself and 
which is a part of him. Ho matter what factual and sta
tistical divergences one finds, all the time he has 
fastened himself thoroughly on to the essence of the his
tory of Oxford. He is trying to make the reality of 
Yoknapatawpha Saga a more real reality than the actuality 
of Lafayette county.°

Mr. Miner continues:
The forces of Oxford, Jefferson, and universality are not 
in equilibrium....But underlying all is his reverence for 
the essence of his community. And this is as it should 
be, since complete universality is merely a mathematical 
formula having only an abstract reality.7

The final area of necessary background material for an under
standing of the trilogy is a summary of Faulkner’s views on the

%>id., p. 110. 
7ibid., pp. 112-113.



settlement and "taint" of the land. This must begin with Creation it
self when God created the earth, "not to hold for himself [man]] and his 
descendants inviolable title forever...but to hold the earth mutual 
and intact in the communal anonymity of brotherhood."® So the Indian 
who first sold that twenty-four hundred acres of Mississippi lost his 
right to participate in it when he realized he could sell it. The 
Indian, Ikkemotubbe, was called "du Homme" by the gambler, Chevalier 
de Vitry, whom he met in Hew Orleans. De Vitry posed the Indian as 
an owner of the Mississippi land in order to bilk his gambling friends. 
This Indian, by selling the land, brought the curse upon it. Ho, the 
white man brought the slave; but the Indian coalesced, compounded this 
crime, and the land was cursed. How came the Sutpens, landless, 
amoral, relentless, driven people who tore from the savage, virgin 
land an hundred acre kingdom which died and decayed in fire and wrath 
and pride. From these ashes did the Varners rebuild the empire. 
Meanwhile, the Sartorises, the descendants of the cultured, educated, 
honor-bound rulers of the South, still controlled the city. But the 
old order was in decline in Jefferson, and the Varners were getting 
too contented in Frenchman's Bend.

Mr. Andrew Lytle, the Southern novelist and critic, writes that 
this change parallels the change from theocracy to democracy.^ In 
earlier times man's thoughts had been directed toward the church and the

^William Faulkner, "The Bear," Six Great Modern Short Hovels 
(Hew York: Dell Publishing.Company, Inc., 1954), p. 3̂ 4.

^Andrew Lytle, "The Town; Helen's Last Stand," Sewanee Review, 
LXV (Summer 1957), 475-4857



values found there. The rise of rationalism directed men to finding 
authority here on earth based upon the wishes of the majority. No 
longer was God the supreme criterion of action. Instead, society made 
itself supreme; this usurped sovereignty is false and, presumably in 
Faulkner’s eyes, lacks basis in fact and reason. Hence it is doomed to 
fall; and the aristocracy of the South, practicing this pseudo form of 
social supremacy, fell during and through the Civil War. One of the 
factors perpetrating this fall was the decline of the morality of the 
Southern women as indicated in the chicanery of Colonel Sartoris1 
mother-in-law. Rose Compson, accompanied by Ab Snopes. Rose's fall 
from the pedestaled sanctuary of blood lines and mores to an amoral 
then immoral seeker of economic gain heralds the decline of the ill- 
established aristocracy of the South. After the war the concern of the 
men is economic games symbolized in the amoral, winner-take-all, no
holds -barred pastime of the horse trade. Material goods, a show of 
respectability, sensual and irresponsible lust are the goals of the new 
Southern men: the Sutpens, the Varners, the Snopeses. Meanwhile, the
woman does not, cannot change: it is her nature to love, to create, to
give. Basically she is the same complete woman she was, but now she is 
superficially forced into activities which are not natural to her—  

giving commands, directing action, being concerned with economics. 
However, man also does not change. He is incomplete; an unnatural 
questing destroys his attribute or capability for love. This void he 
seeks to fill with some substitute for love.
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And with a realization of these conditions, the stage is set 

for an examination of the Snopes trilogy with a view to analyzing the 
human relationships for their failure to love.

For further evidence of this theme in Faulkner’s novels, one 
might examine the relationship between Henry and Charlotte in ffhe Wild 
Palms. This study of frustrated love is juxtaposed to that of the con
vict and the pregnant woman treated in The Old Man. Faulkner so sought 
to emphasize this set of contrasted failures in love that he inter
laced chapters of the two novels and published them as one. The 
doomed, honor-bound love of Quentin Compson for his sister is set forth 
in The Sound and the Fury. And that sister, Caddy, proves woman too 
fragile to bear that honor, too earth-united to remain aloof from sen
suality. Light in August examines the twisted, love of Hightower, Lena 
Grove, and Joanna Burden; three humans doomed by their very natures to 
fail in their quest for the completing effects of love. Bayard strug
gles with the love of Narcissa in Sartoris. • Although this theme of love 
versus non-love is treated more extensively in the trilogy, it is not to 
be found there uniquely.



CHAPTER III

A CHRONICLE OF THE SNOPESES

This section has been designed to present the activity of the 
Shopeses in the trilogy. If these novels were merely about the Snopes 
family, this chronicle would be a summary of the trilogy.. I believe 
that we shall see how much is omitted in an investigation of the 
Snopes activity in Yoknapatawpha County.

The initial entry of the Snopeses into Frenchman's Bend is made 
by Ab Snopes. He comes seeking land to till and trailing a reputation 
for barn-burning as a means of vindicating his rights. Ab is soured on 
the world from a horse trading beating he had taken, and Jody Varner . 
quickly gets him settled. Ab's son, Flem, parleys his father's repu
tation into securing for himself a job in Varner's general store. Soon 
Flem's dedication to avarice raises him past Jody in command of Old 
Will Varner's enterprises. Flem brings other Snopeses into Frenchman's 
Bend to succeed to the jobs he vacates during his economic rise in the 
community: Eck Snopes is brought in as the new blacksmith and attempts
to start a fire using urine instead of coal oil; 1.0. Snopes, con
stantly mouthing trite platitudes, becomes the school teacher and law
yer for the tribe; Mink Snopes, with his nymphomaniacal wife, farms a

11
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barren patch of earth outside of town; Ike Snopes, an idiot, stumbles 
about playing with a snuff tin; Lump Snopes becomes the new clerk.

Then the Snopeses begin to act upon the community: Flern mar
ries Will Varner's daughter, lula, who is already pregnant; Mink 
shoots Houston and is arrested; Lump has relations. with a Negress on 
the £loor behind the store counter and reveals Ike, performing sodomy 
with a cow, for the male members of the community; Bek, the most decent 
of the Snopeses, purchases the cow to cure Ike of this habit; Mink is 
sent to jail cursing Flem who is delaying his return from his honeymoon 
in Texas so that he will not have to aid Mink; Mink’s wife sells her
self to Will Varner to get money for Mink's defense; 1.0.'s wife turns 
up with a child asking for him; Flem returns from Texas with a string 
of wild ponies which escape after they have been sold to the farmers 
of the village. In an ensuing trial. Lump perjures himself, and Bek 
offers to pay the damages; Flem is exonerated— the law cannot move 
against him. Flem salts the old Frenchman's place (Eula's dowry) with 
buried coins and thereby tricks Ratliff. In exchange for the land, 
Ratliff deeds his interest in a small restaurant in Jefferson to Flem. 
Thus does The Hamlet end, and thus is Flem given a wedge into 
Jefferson. Faulkner has used the tall tale, earthy and anecdotal, to 
create the structure of this novel. But the use of the magnificent 
humor of these tales masterfully twisted and juxtaposed to present the 
grotesque positions to which mankind has been forced bespeaks the au
thor's true intent.

In The Town Flem now parleys his wife's adulterous union with 
Mayor.DeSpain into the superintendency of the city power plant. Here



Flem is eventually caught stealing "brass fittings from the plant. He 
merely writes a check for the amount of the theft, and soon brings 
other Snopeses into Jefferson from Frenchman's Bend: Ab moves into
the city; Bek moves into the restaurant; Flem takes over the town’s 
hotel. Bek is too candid for the restaurant business and becomes night 
watchman at the railway depot. He is killed, searching for a lost boy, 
when he lowers his lantern into a tank filled with oil fumes. His son, 
Wallstreet Panic, has now pursued an education, diligently labored in a 
grocery store, and proposed to his teacher. He inherits one thousand 
dollars from the railway company for the death of his father, buys a 
small grocery store, marries a woman who hates the other Snopeses, and 
soon has a thriving business going. Flem tries to ruin him in order to 
get in on the business, but Ratliff intervenes. I.O.'s first wife has 
three sons, Clarence, Bilbo, Vardaman. His second wife returns to run 
the hotel. How it is 1.0.'s turn behind the counter of the restaurant. 
Eck's other son. Admiral Dewey, is working for his brother in the 
grocery store. There is a new, unnamed Snopes as teacher and 
part-time evangelist who is run out of town for fumbling beneath the 
skirts of a fourteen-year-old girl. His son, Byron, is taken into the 
bank after he completes an accounting course. He proceeds to gather 
up all of the loose money he can and leaves for Texas. Virgil,
Byron's brother, enters barber college in Memphis, mistakes a brothel 
for a boarding house, and soon discovers he possesses the capability 
to satisfy two girls in succession without any effort at all.
Montgomery Ward Snopes goes to Europe with Gavin Stevens. True to the 
Snopes code, he starts a brothel in a U.S.O. canteen and soon departs
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for Paris to really turn professional. Returning to Jefferson, Monty 
opens a photography studio as a front for a pornographic slide business 
which he conducts at night. Flem becomes vice president of the bank of 
Jefferson when Byron leaves town. Will Varner’s voting stock and 
DeSpain's stock and DeSpain's interest in continuing his affair with 
Flem's wife obtain this position for Flem. 1.0. is eliminated from 
town by Flem after 1.0. is involved in a scheme to plant mules on a 
railroad track and collect the damages from the company for the dead 
animals. During all of this activity in The Town, Eula secures for 
herself and then for her daughter, Linda, the dedicated protection of 
Gavin Stevens. This relationship dominates the novel, and Gavin will 
continue his strained paternal attitude toward Linda through the pages 
of The Mansion. Linda signs her potential inheritance from Will Varner 
over to Flem, and he allows her to go to New York. Eula kills herself 
to protect Linda from knowing of her affair with DeSpain; Flem moves up 
to the presidency of the bank. Byron sends his untamed half-Indian 
offspring to Flem. After they terrify the countryside with their un
canny viciousness, Flem sends them back to Byron in Texas. This sec
ond volume of the trilogy lacks the well-handled use of the anecdote we 
find in The Hamlet. There seems to be almost an attempt by the author 
to parody the romantic, post-bellum novel of Southern chivalry. Under 
Faulkner's direction the romantic tale is inverted: Gavin's chivalry
goes for naught; Flem's unprincipled conduct succeeds well for him; the 
fated couple are permanently separated.

In The Mansion, Monty is sent to Parchman by the judge when 
moonshine liquor (that Flem had planted) is discovered in his studio.



On the way to Parchman, Monty and Clarence stop at a brothel In Memphis. 
In Parchman Monty tricks Mink into attempting an escape. When Mink is 
caught, twenty more years are added to his sentence. Flem has thus in
sured his own safety for that additional time. Linda returns to 
Jefferson widowed and deafened and filled with a need to aid causes.
She attempts to improve the colored schools. Flem steals her Communist 
party card so that he can use that against her if he has to. Linda and 
Gavin see each other often, profess their love, but do not marry. Later 
Linda goes to another town to work in a defense plant. When Gavin 
visits her, she makes him promise to marry someone so that he can know 
love. Clarence is eliminated from political consideration by Ratliff 
who brushes his leg with a branch from a bush which was frequented by 
the dogs of the neighborhood. The dogs use Clarence's leg for the same 
purpose, and he flees in mortification. Meanwhile, Flem has redecorated 
DeSpain's old house like an ante-bellum mansion. He tricks Jason 
Compson on a land double cross and subdivides Eula Acres into tract 
housing. Another Snopes, Orestes, leaves town when a trap which he had 
prepared to kill Meadowfill is detected. Mink returns to Jefferson 
seeking vengeance, aided in his release by Linda and Gavin. He meets a 
radical evangelist, Goodhay, but is unmoved by him. Mink arrives in 
Jefferson, kills Flem, and is aided in his escape by Linda. She, in 
turn, leaves town and Gavin. At Flem's funeral are seen three new 
Snopes faces. This terminal novel of the trilogy probes more deeply 
into the motivation of Mink and Linda, and in probing finds justifica
tion. lew anecdotes are interjected into the trilogy in this novel, but 
they are far less effective and carry far less meaning than those of
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The Hamlet. They continue to provide comic relief, hut they are not 
meaningful to the central theme.

Such is the action of the Snopeses in the trilogy. If this 
were all that the author conceived, he could he regarded simply as a 
good storyteller. But in the succeeding pages I have examined each of 
the relationships in the novels to show that there is too much inherent 
in these relationships to draw any conclusion other than that stated in 
my introductionr that these are novels dealing with love.

It is difficult to define Faulkner* s conception of love. Per
haps it can best be defined by describing it, exhausting its facets 
with adjectives, as Faulkner does not define it but indicates its many 
aspects. William Faulkner's conception of love is that which is physi
cal, pure, self-sacrificing, complete, humanistic, ritualistic, codi
fied, natural, inherent, unreasoned, creative, feminine. Non-love or 
anti-love is the direct antithesis of these qualities: cerebral, per
verted, selfish, greedy, egotistic, materialistic, respectable, ra
tional, lustful, capricious, transitory, destructive, masculine. Per
haps this seems too arbitrary to divide the sexes into representatives 
of these qualities, but the following examination will bear out my 
point.



CHAPTER IV

THE HAMLET

One factor which must he taken into consideration in any anal
ysis and evaluation of the Snopes trilogy is the time lapse between 
Faulkner's writing of The Hamlet and of The Town. John Dos Passes pub
lished the second and third volumes of his U. S. A. trilogy two and 
four years respectively after the publication of the initial volume,
The 42nd Parallel. Theodore Dreiser allowed two years to elapse be
tween the first and second volumes of his proposed trilogy. Frank 
Horris' The Pit followed his The Octopus by only two years. Farrell 
published the entire Studs Lonigan trilogy in just three years.^ But 
Faulkner did not publish The Town until seventeen years after the pub
lic had read and admired The Hamlet. To be sure, The Mansion, in the 
form in which it now stands, was published just two years after The 
Town. But this time lapse between the initial and terminal volumes of 
the trilogy certainly represents a period in which the author's atti
tudes and abilities must have been changed and softened by economic 
gain, recognition, and the inevitable process of mellowing that affects

■^Library of Congress, Catalogue of Printed Cards, XLI, 61-63, 
347-349; XLVI, 567,* CIX, 387 (New York: Pageant Book Co., 1958).

17
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any human as he passes from forty-three to sixty, Faulkner-1 s ages at 
the times of publication of The Hamlet and The Town. I shall comment 
upon the affect of this process upon the developing conception of the 
main characters throughout this paper.

If Faulkner has written an examination of love, then an anal
ysis of this story must begin with. Sola. Leslie Fiedler suggests that 
Faulkner "believes in the terror of mere inert female f l e s h . C e r 
tainly the descriptions of Eula are overwhelming:

soft, ample girl...definite breasts...eyes like cloudy hot
house grapes... full damp mouth always slightly open, sat... 
in a kind of sullen bemusement of rife young female flesh!2

Later follows the much quoted Dionysian description:
...honey in sunlight and bursting grapes, the writhen bleed
ing of the crushed fecundated vine beneath the hard rapacious 
trampling goat-hoof. She seemed to be not a living integer 
of her contemporary scene, but rather to exist in a teeming 
vacuum in which her days followed one another as though behind 
sound-proof glass, where she seemed to listen in sullen be
musement, with a weary wisdom heired of all mammalian maturity, 
to the enlarging of her own organs.13

She is described further as "static, apparently not even thinking...
Ik 'emanated an outrageous and immune perversity." And still later: 

"sitting supine and female and soft and immovable and not even think
ing and apparently not even listening either."̂ 5 On her way to school:

•^Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in ihe American Hovel (Hew York: 
Criterion Books, i960), p. 311°

**"%illiam Faulkner, The Hamlet (Hew York: Random House, Inc.,
19^0), P° 10.

13ibid., p. 95. 
l^Ibid., p. 98. 
l$Ibid.
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=.o“buttocks.oo shout aloud that rich mind- and will-sapping 
fluid softnessj sitting, even on the moving horse, secret and 
not even sullen, bemused with that whatever it was which has 
nothing to do with flesh, meat, at all; emanating that outra
geous quality of being, existing, actually on the outside of 
the garments she wore and not only being unable to help it 
but not even caring.1^

As her brother escorts her to school,
he had a vision of himself transporting not only across the 
village's horizon but across.the embracing proscenium of 
the entire inhabited world like the sun itself, a kaleido
scopic convolution of mammalian elipses.17

In The Town Chick expresses the male appraisal of her:
She wasn't too big, heroic, what they call Junoesque. It 
was that there was just too much of what she was for any 
one human female package to contain, and hold: too much
of white, too much of female, too much of maybe just 
glory, I don't know: so that at first sight of her you
felt a kind of shock of gratitude just for being alive and 
being male at the same instant with her in space and 
time,

Clearly, to Faulkner, the Eula of .The Hamlet is a non-sentient 
symbol of the fecund Earth Mother. She really lacks human existence 
because she lacks reason, she lacks activity, she is a non-participant 
in this life. It is only in sexual intercourse that she finds ac
tivity— she helps McCarron ward off the other suitors and then helps 
to support him physically as he fulfills her potential. It is symbol
ically apt that the first sperm to enter her womb would fertilize her 
egg. She is so obviously ripe for this fertilization.

l6Ibid., p. 102.
17Ibid., p. 100.
^William Faulkner, The Town (Hew York: Random House, Inc.,

1961), p. 6. .
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It has heen suggested by Irving Howe that Faulkner cannot draw

well a young woman, and this is apparent in his creation of Sula= Her
very name has an open and earth-blending sound. She never seems to
exist apart from her symbolic and functional description. Her face
is a mask. But seventeen years later Faulkner presents us with an
Hawthornian dark lady thrown by fate into an affair with DeSpain.
This formerly inactive, unthinking, passive possessor of "titanic
fecundity"-*-9 moves now in a "quick, unhasting blue...envelopment"^
to meet, as an intellectual equal, or even superior, with Gavin Stevens
and offer herself to him as a bribe, a satisfaction. She still must
move "like Wagner: not with but in the sonorous sweep of thunder or
brass music, even the very limbs moving in tune with the striding
other in a sound of tuned wind and storm and mighty h a r p s . B u t  now
she also possesses a saddening, intuited awareness, a compassion with
all human frustration:

"I don't like unhappy people. They're a nuisance....
You spend too much time expecting....Dont expect. You 
just are, and you need, and you must, and so you do.
That's all. Don't waste time expecting."22

And later as she entertains Gavin in her home,, offering him a cigarette
and fresh coffee:

3-9paul Levine, "Love and Money in the Snopes Trilogy," College 
English, XXIII (December 1961), 198.

^Faulkner, The Town, p. 90.
21Ibid., p. 89.
22Ibid., pp. 93-94.
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"You don’t know very much about women, do you?...Women 
aren't interested in poets' dreams. They are interested 
in facts. It doesn't even matter whether the facts are 
true or not, as long as they match the other facts with
out leaving a rough seam."23

This symbol has suddenly come to life. The development of the trilogy
has taken a new turn.

In an appraisal of frustrated love in the Snopes trilogy, the
initial and highly meaningful relationship is that of the school
teacher, Labove, and his physically precocious pupil, Eula Varner.
Labove is described as

actually gaunt, with straight black hair...high Indian 
cheekbones and quiet pale hard eyes and the long nose of 
thought...with nostrils of pride and thin lips of secret 
and ruthless ambition...the face of invincible conviction 
in the power of words as a principle worth dying for if 
necessary. A thousand years ago it would have been a 
monk's, a militant fanatic who would have turned his un
compromising back upon the world with actual joy and gone 
to a desert and passed the rest of his days and nights 
calmly and without an instant's self-doubt battling, not 
to save humanity about which he would have cared nothing, 
for whose sufferings he would have had nothing but con
tempt, but with his own fierce and unappeasable natural 
appetites.2^

This young man is fiercely self-disciplined> egotistically 
bound to find satisfaction only in scorn for this world's pleasures 
which he fears he might desire, and seek, and lose them and his pride. 
He stands there "enveloped in no waking incredulous joy and hope but in 
that consuming fury, the gaunt body not shaped by the impact of its

23Ibid., p. 226.
2%'aulkner, The Hamlet, pp. 105-106.



environment so much as shrunken and leaned "by what was within it, like 
a furnace."25 He hears the "curse of his own invincible conviction of 
the absolute unimportance of this or any other given moment..."26 
Here is a man to himself, to his own demanding sense of justice, his 
stealing a pair of football shoes for his family for every football 
game which he helped his team to win; scorning those who valued the 
game, but accepting their money as if taking it from fools for his 
noble purpose. He is practicality incarnate: his one valuable posses
sion is a lamp, the brightest lamp the hamlet had ever seen. What 
could be more appropriate for a student, a humorless, uncompromising, 
unaccepting zealot who sought knowledge, battled knowledge not for it
self, but for what it would benefit him.

Against this force passively, but devastatingly, placed is 
lula, "a moist blast of spring's liquorish corruption, a pagan tri
umphal prostration before the supreme primal uterus."27 Upon first 
seeing her, Labove knew that she possessed by intuition, by the bi
ological oneness of woman with the earth, all knowledge that she would 
ever need. He realized that she was face to face with Truth; she 
needed no facts; she needed no learning. And he was enraged. She had 
beaten him. All of his discipline, his denial, his wrath, his scorn, 
his dedication and devotion to the ultimate saving value of education 
was outdone by fact of her initial menses. That which he had sought

25ibid., p. 107.
26ibid.„,
27ibid., p. 114.
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to dismiss as unworthy now threw the lie "back into his face. And he 
knew it. As usual, she was passive in the classroom. She did not 
study, she did not talk, she did not participate in the games and 
dancesj but she dominated them all. The boys pursued her to no avail. 
She sat obliviously tranquil, abrogating the entire activity of the 
school. Meanwhile, Labove continued his divided tasks of teaching at 
Frenchman’s Bend and following his studies at the State university in 
Oxford. Bis rage mounted to terror as he was forced to admit to him
self his need to fulfill himself by some physical participation with 
her. He actually becomes physically ill when offered a potato that 
reminds him of Eula’s food, the nectar upon which this goddess feeds.
In desperation he visits a brothel, hoping to find there a purge for 
his attraction to this adolescent goddess. But that doesn’t help 
him either. His "ability to see both sides of the crisis and visu
alize himself as already vanquished" ^  necessarily leads to his de
feat; and he returns again to the self-created grove of Venus which 
she occupies.. The culmination, the final self-admission and self- 
diagnosis is made by Labove when Eula discovers him with his face 
pressed against the seat in school which she has just vacated. He 
wanted "to leave some indelible mark of himself on it |her face)." ̂9 He 
was now "prostrate before that face which, even though but fourteen years 
old, postulated a...knowledge which he would never attain."3® How he must

a8rbid., p. 119. 
29Ibid., p. 120.
3°lbid,
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plead: '"Show me what to do, fell me, I will do anything you tell
me, anything, to learn and know what you know, ,,r31 He thought, "I am
afraid of what I might do,..because of what it will do to me.”32 As
they struggle, Faulkner states through Labove:

"That's it....Fight it. Fight it. That's what it is: a
man and a woman fighting each other. The hating. To kill, 
only to do it in such a way that the other will have to 
know forever afterward he or she is dead. Not even to lie 
quiet dead because forever afterward there will have to be 
two in that grave and those two can never again lie quiet 
anywhere together and neither can ever lie anywhere alone 
and be quiet until he or she is dead."33

Obviously the killing, the wounding is equated with sexual in
tercourse. Death is found only in a dead lack of desire. The need is
there; it demands fulfillment; and once recognized must forever after
ward be constantly resatisfied until finally ultimate death quenches 
that need. Even fearing the revenge of Jody, Labove feels

that would be something, anyway. It would not be penetration, 
true enough, but it would be the same flesh, the same warm
living flesh in which the same blood ran...a paroxysm, an
orgasm, of sorts, a katharsis, anyway— something.34

He even removes his overcoat before facing Jody, remembering seeing a
Negro shot and the bullet stopped by the impenetrable clothing; and he
fears now to have nothing--no physical, involved contact with a Varner.
But nothing ensues. Eula had not even realized or cared to realize his
desire, the culmination in that struggle of all his pent-up nights of

31lbid.
32Ibid.
33ibid., p. 122.
34-ibid., p. 123.
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flagellation and days of torment. Even his surrender of all his prin
ciple, his self-destructive act of seizing her, had made no mark upon 
her living existence. He had nothing. He was completely vanquished.

Faulkner next juxtaposes the fated challenger, the courageous 
fulfiller, the romantic one to snatch away Eula’s precarious and al
most separately existing maidenhead. McCarron is a swashbuckling rake, 
a son of one who "had that about him which loved the night..."35 He is 
an outsider to Yoknapatawpha County, and in that light it must be some
one other than a creeping dirt farmer of this microcosm who braves the 
unscalable fortress of Hula's virginity. McCarron, in knight-like 
fashion, wins his right to Hula's supreme sensuality by beating off her 
other suitors. And since he is wounded with a broken arm. Hula for
sakes her passivity to support his injured side during the sex act.
This man and this daring and this act has finally brought into being 
the potential which has long shouted temptation to the males of 
Frenchman's Bend. But Gavin Stevens tells us later in The Town that 
even McCarron wasn't "strong enough to deserve, earn it, match it... 
accept it."3^ McCarron does not remain long to accept the consequences 
of their act. He flees along with those suitors who did not succeed in 
their assaults but who "by fleeing too...put in a final and despairing 
bid for the guilt they had not compassed, the glorious shame of the ruin 
they did not do."37 And in an "outrageous" waste of sensuality upon 
depthless, mechanical avarice. Hula is married to Flem.

35lbid., p. 135.
3%aulkner, The Town, p. 359« .
37paulkner, The Hamlet, p. l4l.



Faulkner had not changed his theme during the seventeen-year 
interval between The Hamlet and The Town. But he had mellowed in his 
attitude toward the accomplishment and decisiveness of love. The 
reader finds no reason within Eula for her developmentj the change 
seems to be within Faulkner. It seems that by 1957 Faulkner no longer 
conceived of love and non-love as intense and contradictory issues. Ho 
longer need Eula Varner Snopes (one must notice that never is Eula a 
Snopes— no woman is ever a Snopes) exist irresolutely as a symbol of 
love. How she can behave as a human, fall as a human, and still pos
sess her former qualities of passion and fertility. Reasoned activity 
no longer is a bar to love and self-sacrifice. And sustained sexual 
relations, adulterous now, need not produce offspring as evidence of 
love. The veneer of respectability which Jefferson demands can mask 
without destroying. And if Eula follows this developed pattern, so 
does Flem. These symbols have been reduced to life-size.

As Faulkner has established Eula as a symbol of love, he has 
created Flem as a force contradictory to love. Viola Hopkins observes 
some problems Faulkner faced in drawing Flem; Ab, rather than Flem, 
has had a reason to become soured; Flem, in The Hamlet, is conceived 
of as an abstraction of evil.3® Faulkner achieves this presentation 
by writing a string of barren adjectives and terse metaphors:

His eyes were the color of stagnant water. He was soft...
shorter...in a soiled white shirt and. cheap gray trousers....
His face was as blank as a pan of uncooked dough.39

3®A/iola Hopkins, "William Faulkner's The Hamlet: A Study in
Meaning and Form," Accent, XV (Spring 1955), 129.

39Faulkner, The Hamlet, pp. 22-23.



...a thick squat soft man of no establishable age... 
broad still face...a tiny predatory nose like the beak 
of a small hawk. It was as though the original nose had 
been left off by the original designer or craftsman and 
the unfinished job taken over by someone of a radically 
different school or perhaps by some viciously maniacal 
humorist or perhaps by one who had had only time to clap 
into the center of the face a frantic and desperate 
warning.

Flem is symbolized by a "tiny machine-made black bow"^ tie 
which he wore every day until he died. It was "a tiny viciously 
depthless cryptically balanced splash like an enigmatic punctuation 
symbol...which gave him the look of ceremonial heterodoxy raised to 
its tenth power.. His shirts are always described as "steadily
soiling" or soiled. This is contrasted with the clean clothes of 
Ratliff, Bookwright, and Tull. Flem's silence isolates him in a male 
society of tale tellers who enjoy the oral give-and-take while loafing 
near the store. Flem is described as having "the quality of a spider 
of that bulbous blond omnivorous though non-poisonous species."^3 His 
face is "impenetrable...hung suspended like a balloon...with no sign 
of life...not even breathing... Flem is never seen eating, smoking, 
sweating, demonstrating any sexual interest in Eulaj his lack of sen
suality or sensuousness stamps him as non-human. His economic drive

p. 52. 
p. 58.

p. 59-
p. 86.

^°Ibid., 
^Ibid., 
^ Ibid. 
43ibid., 
^Tbid.,



completely absorbs him. His is the distortion of one aspect of the 
American success story: he is dedicated, firm, unswerving, self-
denying, organized, intuitive, but his complete absence of humanity 
causes this success story to become a fearful thing. But Faulkner 
does not approach Flem as a naturalistic writer would. His rise from 
poverty to second in command, his displacement of Jody, even his ini
tial employment by Jody, is completely unexplained. It is as if the 
innate and irresistible evil in Flem silently and effortlessly sus
tains his rise. -

We are not surprised in The Town to learn of Flem's impotency. 
But we are amazed at his initial economic defeat at the hands of two 
Negroes in the brass stealing episode. This ironic incident is part 
of the process of humanizing Flem. Again, the seventeen-year interval 
had mollified Faulkner's conception of the most formidable of the 
Snopeses as it did with lula. Flem almost becomes an object of pity.
He seeks to build a respectable life as if ashamed of his earlier 
dealings. He is presented as almost doomed to his sexless pursuit of 
economic gain.

From being presented as "that ultimate horror, a man without a 
soul..."̂ 5 as was evidenced in the section in The Hamlet dealing with 
Flem's legal demands upon Satan to produce his soul from a match box 
and Flem's legal foreclosure on Hell and assumption of Satan's throne—  

from this presentation of Flem as an inhuman, depthless, inimical,

^Gordon E. Bigelow, "Faulkner's Snopes Saga," English Journal, 
XLIX (December i960), 599.
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unswerving symbol of materialistic greed and immoral worshiper of money, 
we are amazed to have Flem in The Town depicted as a victim, a human, 
introspective victim who harbors self-doubt, fear, sorrow, a bit of 
compassion and humility. In Chapter Seventeen of The Town, Flem re
flects on his life of hard work, sacrifice, steady vigilance, his 
working under a handicap because of his lack of education. He is shown 
moving his money from his own bank without actually realizing his own 
reasons. We are told that he stole the brass from the power plant not 
for any personal profit which might have accrued to him, but merely, 
and perhaps justifiably, to see "...what depth DeSpain's base and tim- 
orous fear would actually descend to." And he even suggests that 
his move to Jefferson was to take Eula and Linda away from the area of 
their shame. Again Ratliff declares what is probably meant by Faulkner 
to be the reader's attitude toward Flem: • "You've got to be careful or 
you1'11 have to pity him. "^7 Flem is reduced to mere life-size, and 
Faulkner can despise the rise of the Snopeses and their transitory val
ues of money and materialism, but he can accept the humanity of the 
Snopeses now and include them in his lament for humanity: "the poor
sons of bitches."^8

It seems quite inevitable in Faulkner* s theme that the symbols 
for love and non-love should be linked, for a characteristic aspect of

^Faulkner, The Town, p. 273=
^7ibid., p. 331.
^William Faulkner, The Mansion (Hew York: Random House, Inc.,

1955), P. 430.
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Faulkner1s style lies in his use of polarity. Mr. Walter Slatoff in 
Quest For Failure discusses Faulkner’s use of seemingly opposite sit
uations , emotions, attributes, to create tension which is "the norm of 
physical and emotional activity."^9 Mr. Slatoff suggests that devices 
of polarity produce empathy upon the part of the reader. He points 
significantly to such couplings as "’crashing silently,' ’exploded 
soundlessly,’ 'silence roared,’ 'soundless yelling,' and 'thunderous 
silence. "'50

Following in this technique and central to the theme of the
trilogy is the marriage of expediency and haste of lula and Flem.
Ratliff was outraged

at the waste, the useless squandering; at a situation in
trinsically and inherently wrong by any economy, like build
ing a log dead-fall and baiting it with a freshened heifer 
to catch a rat; or no, worse: as though the gods themselves
had funnelled all the concentrated bright wet-slanted un- 
paradised June onto a dung-heap, breading pismires.51

And besides outrage, Faulkner finds horror in this mismatch., To him
there exists terror in the revolution, the unnatural exchange of roles
between man and woman. Traditionally and naturally man has been the
pursuer, the hunter, the sex-seeking plunderer of woman. But now, as
in Sanctuary, a terrible revolt has occurred casting woman in the role
of the sensual seeker of sexual activity. This union of the symbols
of love and non-love or money and love, as Paul Levine comments in

^Walter Slatoff, Quest For Failure (Ithaca, Hew York: Cornell
University Press, i960), p. 53« .

5°Ibid., p. 35.
5lFaulkner, The Hamlet, pp. l6l-l62.
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College English,is in itself symbolic of society's false and hypo
critical creation of the interdependence of these forces. Love must 
find economic support and in so doing lose one of its essential charac
teristics: unreasono The symbol of economic drive, similarly, is
driven to complete itself by the acquisition of love, the immense and 
dreadful irony of impotent, rapacious, economically-absorbed Flem 
marrying Eula, who is sensuality incarnate, totally involved in the 
biological demands of male and female„ Mr. Levine also points out the 
irony of Eula and Flem's serving as shallow symbols in that "Eula, in 
fact, is carefully depicted as a grossly inadequate symbol for love: 
she represents not the act of passion but the unconscious object of it. 
Just as Flem becomes a ridiculous image of the tycoon, adopting the 
mannerisms of respectability without comprehending t h e m . W e  

strongly suspect Flem's motives in marrying Eula, and later in The 
Town our suspicions are realized in his manipulation of Eula to gain 
for himself the presidency of the bank, the ultimate figurehead of re- . 
spectability in society and a bulwark of protection for his money in 
respectability. He stands to Eula as her legal husband, but he is just 
as incapable of being her actual husband as Labove foresaw:

He could almost see the husband which she would someday 
have. He would be a dwarf, a gnome, without glands or 
desire, who would be no more a physical factor in her 
life than the owner's name on the fly-leaf of a book...

5^6vine, op. city, 196. 
53ibid., 198.
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the crippled Vulcan to that Venus, who would not possess 
her hut merely own her by the single strength which power 
gave, the dead power of money, wealth.5̂-

There has been no courtship; there has been no ritual; there shall be
no triumph. Counterposed to this failure is Ike's wooing and winning
of his cow.

The idiot, like the child, in literature has often been used 
to establish a character or viewpoint unencumbered, unbiased, uncon
ditioned by society in evaluating and reacting to life. Although 
they are males, Faulkner's idiots are somewhat feminine as well as 
masculirie. Thus they are closer to and in kinship with the feminine 
unity with nature, the Mother Earth. Isaac Snopes is drawn as the 
usual Faulknerian idiot: "The hulking shape— the backlooking face
with its hanging mouth...the bursting overalls drawn across the in
credible female thighs."^5 And "the pale eyes which seemed to have 
no vision in them at all, the open drooling mouth encircled by a 
light fuzz of golden virgin beard."5^ But this idiot is driven by 
inarticulate passions to possess the object of his desire— a cow.

With purpose, daring, humor, and scorn for conventional moral
ity, William Faulkner has juxtaposed the story of Ike and the cow with 
the union of Flem and lula. The outrageous coupling of Flem and Eula 
satisfied the artificial and hypocritical sensitivities of society.
Once the girl was married, society could overlook the shortened

5^Faulkner, The Hamlet, p. 119•
55lbid., p. 87.
5&Ibid., p. 82.
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interval "before she gave birth to Linda, All of that potential sensu
ality was removed from speculation and the contest of courtship. She 
maternal urge to see "all those young people settled down" was satis
fied. The paradox of the contradictory natures of the partners or 
victims of this union could be ignored. The ornate high-lighting of 
the Ike-cow relationship stresses its importance to the theme of the 
novel. . Faulkner has allowed an idiot, almost animal-like in his lack 
of reason, actually to desire, ritualistically court, pursue, and win—  

sexually— a cow, bovine as Eula was bovine in her passivity. Faulkner's 
genius rises to relate this love to a hymn-like eulogy to the glory of 
nature. Again we see Faulkner's use of the paradox: the incident of
sodomy, legally defined, coupled with the magnificently effective 
over-blown language of this rapture:

As winter became spring and the spring itself advanced... 
he would smell her; the Whole mist reeked with her; the 
same malleate hands of mist which drew along his prone 
drenched flanks played her pearled barrel too and shaped 
them both somewhere in immediate time, already married.57

Later: '
The sun is well up the sky. The air is still loud with 
birds, but the cries are no longer the mystery's choral 
strophe and antistrophe rising vertical among the leafed 
altars, but are earth-parallel, streaking the lateral 
air in prosaic busy accompaniment to the prosaic businessof feeding.5o

Amidst the hymn to the cycle of day, this flowing unity of time 
and existence, parallel to the passage of the sun across the heavens.

57lbid., p. 167. 
58ibid., p. 186.
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progresses the wooing of a cow "by Ike Snopes. We must deduce 
Faulkner's intentions in this section of The Hamlet. Ike's love is 
purer than the bitterly ironic waste perpetrated in the name of re
spectability by the joining of Eula and Flern. But still actual love 
between hpman beings has not been fulfilled. Hor will it be found in 
the story of Houston and his wife.

Perhaps the most sensitively and pathetically rendered inves
tigation of love in The Hamlet is that of Houston and Lucy. The ro
mantic story of childhood sweethearts inevitably drawn into a brief 
but happy, tragically-ended marriage and the ensuing and understandable 
grief of the husband in his now-empty existence is an appealing tale of 
sorrow. But Faulkner is utilizing this tale to advance his theme. Lucy 
was a force, a manifestation of fate, from which Houston could not have 
escaped if he had wanted to. And he did want to:

It seemed to him that it had been in his life always, 
even during those five years between his birth and hersj 
and not that she had contrived somehow to exist during 
those five years, but that he himself had not begun to 
exist until she was bom, the two of them chained irrev
ocably from that hour and onward forever, not by love but 
by implacable constancy and invincible repudiation— on the 
one hand, that steadfast and undismayable will to alter 
and improve and remake; on the other, that furious resis
tance. It was not love.59

Later Faulkner comments clearly on the paradoxical nature of woman to
possess man by giving herself to him:

Until now he had not known what true slavery was—  
that single constant despotic undeviating will of the 
enslaved not only for possession, complete assimilation, 
but to coerce and reshape the enslaver into the

59rbid., pp. 209-210.
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■ seemliness of his victimization.. She did not even want 
him yet, hot because she was too young yet but because 
apparently she had not found even in him the one suitable.
It was as though she had merely elected him out of all the 
teeming earth, not as one competent to her requirements,
but as one possessing the possibilities on which she would
be content to establish the structure of her l i f e . °0

Lucy is too much a tool of fate to be completely credible as a
mere human in Faulkner’s eyes. Houston is terrified of her, and hence

6lof fate’s persistence: She was "waiting, tranquil, terrifying.” She
is described as "inescapable," "implacable," "undismayable," "inde
fatigable," "uncapitulating," "unflagging," "unbending,” "invincible," 
and "immemorial." This string of adjectives emphasizes the power she
possesses to cancel his escape even before his plans are formed. He
does flee Frenchman's Bend. He seeks to lose himself from fate's de
mands in strange cities and strange loves. Success almost seems com
plete in II Paso where he has settled down to one woman and one place. 
And it is here that the process of domestication actually begins. He 
comes to respect the prostitute with whom he now shares a common-law 
marriage. He even imagines a moment when her "sin" would have been 
absolved by their years of constancy to each other: "...some instant,
mystical still, when the blight of those nameless and faceless men, 
the scorched scars of merchandised lust, would be effaced and healed 
from the organs which she had prostituted.But still the thought

6olbid., p. 210.
61Ibid., p. 212.
6*2Ibid. , p. 216.
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of Lucy remains, and when a letter informs him of his father’s death,
he returns home. Faulkner describes Houston as

bitted now, even if it did not show so much yet. There 
was still the mark of space and solitude in his face, 
but fading a little, rationalised and corrupted even 
into something consciously alert even if it was not 
fearful,- the beast, prime solitary and sufficient out 
of the wild fields, drawn to the trap and knowing it 
to be a trap, not comprehending why it was doomed 
but knowing it was, and not afraid now--and not quite 
wild.63

In a final and immensely symbolic act, Houston purchases a stallion 
when they are married. Clearly, "that blood and bone and muscles 
represented that polygamous and bitless masculinity which he had re
linquished."^ Six months later, this "plain" epitome of the per
vasive strength of woman, the conquering weakness and the losing 
victory, in seeking a missing hen’s nest, a sister's conquest, is 
trampled to death by the stallion. Houston is incensed. The un
tamable, purchased, lustful symbol of masculinity has destroyed the 
unreasoned, yielding, self-sacrificing, potentially creative feminine 
symbol of love. Here too, love has failed. Houston grieves, revels 
in outraged unquenchable despair. And in his fury and ego-defending 
pride, he drives Mink to destroy him.

As Labove was drawn to Eula and Houston was drawn to Lucy, so 
is Mink Snopes fated, compelled into union with the nymphomaniacal 
daughter of the head of a prison crews "It's like drink," Mink says.

63ibid., pp. 2l|-2l8.
6^lbid., p. 218.
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"It's like dope to me."^5 And later, " (her bed]made a monogamist of 
him forever, as opium and homicide do of those whom they once ac
cept ."̂  Mink is presented as being short, with a single line of 
heavy eyebrow, whose name is spelled altogether and all in capitals: 
MIMKSHOPES, With his name printed as it is on his mail box, Mink is 
almost dehumanized, given a label not a name, as a species might be 
labeled in a zoo. His attitude is "not abject but just still, with 
an old tired wisdom, acceptance of the immitigable discrepancy be
tween will and capability due to that handicap of physical size."^7 
His is a bitter resignation to poverty, frustration, defeat amidst 
eternal struggle arid privation. He is passive in this act; fate ac
cepts him as its victim. Although presented in animal-like terminol
ogy, Mink shows a shrewd bargaining sense in his purchase of Ratliff's 
sewing machine. He can speak up, reason, and formulate strategy in 
disposing of Flem and Ike's notes for the machine. We are told that

he had been bred by generations to believe invincibly 
that to every man, whatever his past actions, whatever 
depths he might have reached, there was reserved one 
virgin, at least for him to marry; one maidenhead, if 
only for him to deflower and destroy. Yet he not only 
saw that he must compete for mere notice with men among 
whom he saw himself not only as a child but as a child 
of another race and species.

fo?Ibid., p. 225. 
6%bid., p. 242. 
&7ibid., pp. 225-226. 
68Ibid., p. 242.



Mink is drawn, cast by fate toward this "big-boned hard-faced woman 
with incredible yellow hair"^9 whose lust with Mink that first after
noon had signaled but not perpetrated the destruction of her father's 
lumber business and the termination of her insatiable need to try all 
men for one to sexually satisfy her. Later she tells Mink:

"I've had a hundred men, but I never had a wasp before.
That stuff comes out of you is rank poison. It's too 
hot. It burns itself and my seed both up. It'll never make a kid."70

But she did have children, and
they served to shackle her too, more irrevocably than he 
himself was shackled, since on her fate she had even put 
the seal of a formal acquiesence by letting her hair grow 
out again and dyeing it.71

And forever would he besfrustrated because
when he did approach her at last he would have to tear 
aside not garments alone but the ghostly embraces of 
thirty or forty men; and this not only once but each 
time and hence...forever.72

To this woman he is chained as if by fate, and she to him by her in
tense sexuality. Again a marriage is loveless, a couple fated to the 
anguish of the unfulfilled.

The spotted horses episode has within it the final investiga
tion of love and lives destroyed, symbolically by horses. When Plem 
returns from his masquerading honeymoon in Texas, he brings with him

&9lbid., p. 74.
70lbid., p. 243.
71lbid.
72ibid., p. 242.
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a Texan, Buck Hipps, and a string of wild ponies. In Faulkner's micro
cosm the horse and horse trading is often used to personify the 
economic pre-occupation and economic activity of man. Man in the mod
e m  world realizes or perhaps just senses his inadequacy, his utter 
inability to be self-sufficient because of his inability to love. He 
seeks to complete himself through victory— the economic victory, the 
cunning strategy, the unlimited chicanery of the horse trade. And so 
the field of battle is now reduced to a wooden fenced corral in the 
hamlet of Frenchman's Bend.

In FMLA, T. Y. Greet points out that it was horses that ini
tially soured Ab Snopes; it was a horse that came between Ike and his 
adored cow; it was a horse that killed Houston's bride; and now it is 
a horse that destroys Amstid and his wife.73 in the Arizona Quarterly, 
Charles Allen has mentioned that the spotted horses incident throws
universal types against each other to gain emphasis and clarity through

7h ■dramatic conflict.1 Evidence of this can be found in the crowd at the 
corral which is witnessing a renewal of the masculine effort to vindi
cate its insufficiency. As the farmers struggle against the doubt and 
fear of defeat, they still cling to a blind hope, a possibility for 
hope. Flem merely watches; incarnate evil is sure of his eventual vic
tory. Ratliff warns and ridicules. But man clings to hope in the face 
of defeat.

73t. Y. Greet, "The Theme and Structure of Faulkner's The 
Hamlet," PMLA, LXXII (September 1957), 775-790.

7^Charles Allen, "William Faulkner: Comedy and the Purpose of
Humor," Arizona Quarterly, XVI (Spring i960), 59-69°
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And in the midst of this conflict, this chaos of the now es
caping horses, the dust, the shouting, the pursuit, impervious to all, 
sits.Mrs. Amstid, "gaunt in the gray shapeless garment and the sun- 
bonnet, wearing stained canvas gymnasium s h o e s . She is described 
as

motionless, looking at nothing still, she might have 
been something inanimate which he had loaded into the 
wagon to move it somewhere, waiting now in the wagon 
until he should be ready to go on again, patient, in
sensate, timeless.7°

Faulkner stresses on four occasions in this section that her hands were 
folded across her stomach, a gesture of withdrawal, of protection, of 
emphasis on her potential as a receptacle for reproduction. And twelve 
times in this section, during the height of the bidding and during the 
eventual chaos and resignation, Mrs. Littlejohn is juxtaposed to the 
scene. Surely Faulkner's emphasis is clear, his theme manifest: the
presence of Woman, Mother Earth, the source of life, the cyclical ex
tension of the lunar movement, the self-sacrificing, practical, irra
tional, natural, creative, passionate personification of love is 
placed in definite, ironic, and emphatic contrast to the irresponsible, 
shallow, petty, self-seeking, rapacious, unseeing, gullible personifi
cation of non-love or anti-love--men engaged in economic play.

But life goes on:
The moon was now high overhead, a pearled and mazy yawn 
in the soft sky, the ultimate ends of which rolled

"^Faulkner, The Hamlet, p. 295.
T^Xbid., p. 298.
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onward, whorl on whorl, beyond the pale stars and by pale 
stars surrounded.77

And Varner, alone observing the beauty of the scene about them, as
sures us from wisdom born of long acceptance of this struggle: "They
are going to come out even on them things, after all."7^

The ending of the novel is necessarily pessimistic. Two 
critics79 in The Personalist, writing on the moral values in Faulkner, 
point out that Ratliff declines human sympathy before his own fall on 
the "salted" Frenchman's place. Even Ratliff, the charitable, knowl
edgeable, rational conscience of the community declines to stand alone 
not only against Snopes but against the blindness of man to ubiquitous 
evil personified in Flem and Lump. It must be noted that the most 
vicious of the Snopeses is not Flem, but Lump. It is he, Lancelot, who 
threatens Ratliff, who exposes his own cousin in the act of sodomy, who 
snatches sexual satisfaction from a legress field hand behind the coun
ter of the store. Flem may be coldly rapacious in his pursuit of ma
terial gain, but this is an amoral lack of humanity upon his part.
Lump is human and immoral and utterly loathsome in his degradation.

77lbid., pp. 311-312.
78Ibid., p. 313.
79Joseph X. Brennan and Seymour L. Gross, "The Problem of 

Moral Values in Conrad and Faulkner," The Personalist, XLI (Winter
i960), 60-70. . ;



CHAPTER V

THE TOWN

Manfred DeSpain is cast much in the manner of Hoake McCarron, 
hut there are differences. Both of them to he sure are romantic, 
swashbuckling rakes who manage to win for the moment, hy their bravery 
in attempting it, the carnal favors of Eula Varner Snopes. But 
McCarron's moment of sexual rapture is brief, hard-won, and transi
tory. Then he flees; the damage compounded--the seed having fertil
ized. DeSpain wins, we are not told how, the favors of Eula and by 
cavilling machinations in bribing Flem manages to continue this illi
cit and illegal affair. As to the morality of their act. Chick indi
cates to us that their affair was not immoral because it was fated and 
because it was condoned: "It seemed to us that we were watching Fate,
a fate of which both she and Mayor deSpain were victims."^0 And, hu
morously and ironically:

Our whole town was accessory to that cuckolding....It 
was not because we were against Mr. Snopes...we were 
simply in favor of DeSpain and Eula...the divinity of 
simple, unadulterated uninhibited immortal lust which 
they represented; for the two people in each of whom the 
other had found his single ordained fate; each to have

^Opaulkner, The Town, p. l4.
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found out of all the earth that one match for his mettle; 
ours the pride that Jefferson would supply their battle- 
ground. 3-

The differences between Sula's lovers arise in the chicanery to which
DeSpain sinks in order to maintain his liaison. Gavin Stevens points
out the situation:

DeSpain, who without courage at all had tried to barter 
and haggle, using his position as mayor of the town to 
offer the base coinage of its power-plant superintendency 
and its implied privileges of petty larceny, not only to 
pay for the gratification of his appetite but to cover his 
.reputation, trying to buy at the same time the right to the 
wife's bed and the security of his good name from the hus
band who owned them both.”2

Surely Manfred is the more despicable in Faulkner1s eyes for having
lowered his position of heritage so much. But Eula's seduction was
not wholly Manfred's doing.

She had no more been seduced from the chastity of wifehoodm#? 
than she had been seduced from that of maidenhood..».She was 
seduced simply by herself: by a nymphomania not of the
uterus: the hot unbearable otherwise unreachable itch and
burn of the mare or heifer or sow or bitch in season, but 
by a nymphomania of a gland whose only ease was in creating 
a situation containing a recipient for gratitude, then sup
plying the gratitude.°3

Clearly, this couple is fated, is beyond responsibility, is 
doomed as are so many of Faulkner's couples: Houston-wife, Mink-wife, 
Amstid-wife. Manfred DeSpain was doomed to try but fail because he 
was unworthy--Faulkner would say that we are all unworthy to deserve 
Eula: "...each one knowing that even if there was no other man on

^ Ibid., p. 15.
82Ibid., p. 273.
83Ibid., p. 272.
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earth.««they still could not have survived, let alone matched or coped
with, that splendor, that splendid unshame jsulaj."84 And DeSpain
senses his inadequacy, our inadequacy: "Hold on herej have I maybe
blundered into something not just purer than me but even braver than
me, braver and tougher than me because it is purer than me, cleaner
than me?"̂ 5 Upon Eula* s suicide, which Levine calls "the first real
act of love in the novel,"86 Gavin Stevens, in furious lament, declares
that she destroyed herself because

"she was bored. She loved, had a capacity to love, for 
love, to give and accept love. Only she tried twice and 
failed twice to find somebody not just strong enough to 
deserve, earn it, match it, but even brave enough to 
accept it."87

But she did not act from despair j she was failed by Be Spain who would 
not accept the responsibility of love, and she was failed by Stevens 
who would act as admirer and protector but would not accept the re
sponsibility of lover. She was failed by Flem who could only serve as 
legal title-holder to that immense fecundity and from whose clutches 
Eula’s death releases Linda.

Of all the Faulknerian characters, none is so easily identifi
able with Oxford, Mississippi, as Gavin Stevens, the idealistic, edu
cated, garrulous, ineffective attorney of She Sown and The Mansion.

. V. K. Ratliff served as our principal narrator in The Hamlet, and still

84ibid., p. 75.
85.1bid., p. ?4,
^Levine, op. eit., 201.
^Faulkner, The Town, p. 359»



in the second and third volumes of the trilogy he possesses more in
sight than Lawyer Stevens in the goals and activities of the Snopesesj 
hut in the urban society- of Jefferson, Faulkner probably drew upon the 
person of a good friend and early admirer, Phil Stone, a living Oxford 
attorney; and in the dedication of The Town Faulkner adds the words:
"He did half of the laughing for thirty years.Perhaps the impli
cation is that Faulkner did the other half of that laughing until pub
lic acclaim came his way. Paul Levine points out that

Stevens is the most complex though not the most successful 
character in the entire trilogy. A Southerner by birth 
and a Northerner by education, Stevens is both the staunch- „ 
est defender of the Old South and its most trenchant critic. °

Gavin's fate seems always to be an inability to act, to enjoy his im
pending defeat and denial, to accept being one of

them others that never got their names in the poetry books, 
the next-best ones that sweated and panted too. And being 
the next-best to Paris is jest a next-best too, but it aint 
no bad next-best to be. Not ever body had Helen, but then 
not ever body lost her neither.90

And he knows that upon viewing Eula he is ever more enthralled with
her: "So you see how much effort a man will make and trouble he will
invent to guard and defend himself from the boredom of peace of mind."91
And in a way he sees Linda as his child too since the tempestuosity

88Ibid.} Dedication.
89^6vine, op. cit., 200/ 
90paulkner, The Town, p. 101. 
91 Ibid., p. 135-
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that ran once and is now forgotten in the blood of McCarron also ran 
once and now can exist no more in the blood of Gavin Stevens.

One critical perspective would identify the hero of a novel
with that character in the novel who possesses the potential for
change. Not that he necessarily must modify his attitudes, but just
that he be capable of possibly changing his basic attitudes toward the
moral judgments that confront him. The Hamlet might be said to be
Ratliff's book. It is he who possesses the potential for change.
Flem, Eula, Ike cannot change. Ratliff does in fact slip once in his
concern for humanity and from this slip comes, a Ratliff who sees with
the viewpoint of Amstid and Bookwright. Ratliff denies his function
as his brother's keeper in The Hamlet when he says:

"I wasn't protecting a Snopes from Snopesesj I wasn't even 
protecting a people from a Snopes. I was protecting some
thing that wasn't even a people, that wasn't nothing but
something that dont want nothing but to walk and feel the 
sun and wouldn't know how to hurt no man even if it would 
and wouldn't want to even if it could, just like I wouldn't
stand by and see you steal a meat-bone from a dog. I never
made them Snopeses and I never made the folks that cant 
wait to bare their backsides to them. I could do more, but 
I wont. I wont, I tell you.'"92

It is shortly after this that Ratliff falls from his detached and om
niscient or omni-suspicious position as ubiquitous humane observer of 
Beat Four. He is tricked again by Flem, this time directly by Flem
and not by his own desire to defeat Flem as was the case with the
notes for Mink's sewing machine. And Flem secures his entrance into * 
the town by Ratliff's swap of his half-interest in a Jefferson

9%aulkner, The Hamlet, p. 326.



restaurant for the salted earth of the old Frenchman’s place. Ratliff 
has made a mistake, and it is a credit to and a proof of his humanity.

Extending this thought, if then The Hamlet is Ratliff’s book 
because Ratliff alone possessed potential for change, then The Town 
must be Gavin Stevens’ book for here he alone possesses potential for 
change. Warren Beck is convinced that "the central factor in The Town 
is the looming presence of Gavin Stevens."93 in fact, his limitations 
lie in his not changing, his not realizing Eula's love for him, his 
acceptance of Maggie’s words: "'You dont marry Helen and Semiramis;
you just commit suicide for her.'"9̂  Gavin is educated to inaction, ' 
instructed continually to weigh and puzzle and evaluate that which can
not be grasped by the intellect, that which is destroyed by reason, 
that which must necessarily appeal to the emotions, to the inner, un
known essence of man--the human relationship between a man and a woman. 
And Gavin cannot act. He is doomed to see himself as beset in this 
quandary, to sense a solution for his dilemma, and be unable to act.

"That's my fate: just to miss marriage....1 never escape
it. Marriage is constantly in my life. My fate is con
stantly to just miss it or it to, safely again, only more 
safe, just miss me."95

Eula simply states the matter: "'You dont know very much about women,
do you?’"9^ When Eula, in an amazing outburst, secretly offers herself

93warren Beck, Man in Motion (Madison, Wisconsin: University 
of Wisconsin Press, 1961), p. 15. „

^Faulkner, The Town, p. 133’
95ibid., p. 351’
96lbid., p. 226.
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to Gavin in exchange for Gavin's dropping legal proceedings against the
administration of the town hy Manfred, the lawyer recoils:

"Don't touch meJ...So if I had only had sense enough to 
have stopped expecting, or letter still, never expected 
at all, never hoped at all, dreamed at all; if I had just 
had sense enough to say I am, 1 want, I will and so here
goes--if I had just done that, it might have been me in
stead of Manfred? But dont you see? Cant you see? I 
wouldn't have been me then?"97

And later: "...maybe you will value this refusal at what I value it
cost m e . "9^ later he ponders on his refusal:

...remembering that night in this same office...when I had 
said not just Good-bye but Get the hell out of here to Eula 
Varner, and no hair bleached, no bead of anguished sweat or 
tear sprang out, and what regret still stirred a little was 
regret that even if I had been brave enough not to say Ho 
then, even that courage would not matter now since even the 
cowardice was only thin regret.99

This quixotic, idealistic attorney cannot battle, can only regret the
role in which fate has cast him. Gavin is indeed blind to life about
him. Perhaps the romantic notion that education separates a man from
intuitive knowledge, and hence from nature, applies here. And like a
romanticist, he goes out to the ridge beyond Seminary Hill to ponder
his state among the eternally renewing lights and lives of the natural
world:

There are stars now, just pricking out as you watch them 
among the others already coldly and softly burning; the end 
of day is one vast green soundless murmur up the northwest

97ibid., p. 94.
98ibid., p. 95.
99ibid., p. 214.
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toward the zenith,...And you stand suzerain and solitary 
above the whole sum of your life beneath that incessant ephemeral s p a n g l i n g . 100

And he knows that it is too late, that it has always been too late for
him to know fully

...the cup, the bowl proffered once to the lips in youth 
and then no more; proffered to quench or sip or drain that'' 
lone one time and even that sometimes premature, too soon.
Because the tragedy of life is, it must be premature, in
conclusive and ineoncludable, in order to be life...101

His inability is tragic in light of his self-knowledge. Still he is
blind to Eula's love, her need, her offer; he is blind to Flern's goals;
we can only agree with Ratliff when he suggests that Gavin talks too
much to hear what is really going on. And he is blind to Linda’s
dilemma.

We are told that Linda is a love child:
...one of the elect to share cousinhood with the world’s 
immortal love-children— 'fruit of that brave virgin passion 
not just capable but doomed to count the earth itself well- 
lost for love, which down all the long record of man the 
weak and impotent and terrified and sleepless that the 
rest of the human race call its poets, have dreamed and 
anguished and exulted and amazed over.,.102

She is described in the act of walking by Chick.
She went past us still walking, striding, like the young 
pointer bitch, the maiden bitch of course, the virgin 
bitch, immune now in virginity, not scorning the earth, 
spurning the earth, because she needed it to walk on in 
that immunity: just intent from earth and us too, not

100Ibid., p. 315-
IQljbid., p. 318.
10^Ibid., p. 226.
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proud and not really oblivious: just immune in intensity
and ignorance and innocence as the sleepwalker is for the 
moment immune from the anguishes and agonies of breath.-^3

So does Faulkner celebrate the potential sensuality of the 
female as yet incapable and unaware of her potential. But Linda is 
just the bastard daughter of Eula, not a recreation of that unique 
manifestation of female. Paul Levine states that Linda has "a tre
mendous capacity for both love and hate. But we are not to see 
this capacity until The Mansion. Within the action of The Town, Linda 
serves to illustrate more of Gavin Stevens than she does of herself.
Her statement of love for Gavin is really a plea for stability, for 
security; and she accompanies her declaration of love with the words: 
"'You're all I have, all I can trust. "'1̂ 5 Gavin stands in her eyes 
like the father she never had, and she has only gratitude toward him.
But Matt Levitt bloodies the lawyer's nose, and Gavin assumes the role
of protector for this child in ironic conjunction to his similar role 
toward Eula who loves him. Again this is fated. Faulkner tells us 
that Gavin didn't stop with forming Linda's mind "because he 
couldn't."10^ So County Attorney Stevens begins his series of con
trived chance meetings with Linda in the drugstore over an untouched 
coke with the pretense of forming her mind and with the dedicated pur
pose of getting her out of Jefferson, away from Snopes, the name she

103ibid., p. 132,
-LÔ Levine, op. cit., 201,
-LÔ Faulkner, The Town, p. 193• 
lo6Ibid., p. 194.
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bore only through the shallow and just rational tenets of the law.
This

bachelor lawyer twice her age who, although apparently now 
fixed fast and incapable of harm in the matrix of the small 
town, bringing into her life and her imagination that same 
deadly whiff of outland, meeting her in the afternoon at 
soft-drink stands, not just to entice and corrupt her fe
male body but far worse: corrupting her mind, inserting
into her mind and her imagination not just the impractical 
and dreamy folly in poetry books but the fatal poison of 
dissatisfaction’s hopes and dreams.1^7

By now the girl is a woman, bordering on womanhood, who
simply by moving, being, promised and demanded and would 
have not just passion, not her mother’s fierce awkward sur
render in a roadside thicket at night with a lover still 
bleeding from a gang fight; but love, something worthy to 
match not just today's innocent and terrified and terrify
ing passion, but tomorrow's strength and capacity for se
renity and growth and accomplishment and the realisation 
of hope and at last contentment of one mutual peace and 
one mutual conjoined old age.108

Gavin will not admit to himself his desiresj he sees his antics as 
ludicrous but thinks them noble because well-intentioned.. His assump
tion of the burden, of at least observing and noting and lamenting the 
rise of the Snopeses and that which they represent, has blinded and
negated his feelings for the women of Flem's house. He revels in the
anguish of denied love from Linda as he did with Eula. He knows his 
own masochistic, ridiculously idealized, and self-delusory purposes:

It was adolescence in reverse, turned upside down: the
youth, himself virgin and— who knew?--maybe even more so, 
at once drawn and terrified of what,draws him, contriving
by clumsy and timorous artifice the accidental encounters
in which he still would hot and never quite touch, would

Ibid., p. 285. 
lo8Ibid., pp. 288-289.
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not even hope to touch, really want to touch, too terrified 
in fact to touch; hut only to breathe the same air, be 
laved by the same circumambience which laved the mistress's 
moving limbs; to whom the glove or the handkerchief she 
didn't even know she had lost...the very ninth- or tenth- 
grade arithmetic or grammar or geography bearing her name 
in her own magical hand on the flyleaf, are more terrible 
and moving than ever will be afterward the gleam of the 
actual naked shoulder or spread of unbound hair on the.pil
low's other twin.109

Upon Eula's death, with magnificent irony, Stevens packs Linda off to
Greenwich Village to seek one brave enough to match her, to share the
doom of one unfulfilled passion to.which Linda is heir. Again Gavin
has escaped love, and Faulkner's theme is reaffirmed.

Within the confines of fhe Town, William Faulkner has made ex
plicit his appraisal of feminine reasoning, insight, intuition. It is 
only reasonable that these remarks are treated within this paper for, 
according to Faulkner's theme in the Snopes trilogy, woman alone in 
our world is capable of love. Early in the novel he asserts that 
women aren't interested in morals or the lack of morals on the part of 
men or women. He speaks of woman's superior ability to intuit knowl
edge that, man has to learn.

Since women learn at about two or three years old and then 
forget it, the knowledge about their-selves that a man 
stumbles on by accident forty-odd years later with the 
same kind of startled amazement on finding a twenty-five- 
cent piece in an old pair of britches you had started to 
throw away.

109lbid., pp. 208-209. 
HQlbid., p. 101.



Faulkner maintains that the backbone of any culture not decadent is the 
woman*s instinct for uxorious and rigid respectability which will re
main strong as long as it is questioned. Later in the novel-Gavin re
marks that in dealing with men, woman only needs instinct, intuition 
which is unbattered and undulled, the "infinite capacity for devotion 
untroubled and unconfused by cold moralities and colder facts. "Hi 
lula seems to contradict but actually extends this Same thought when 
she reminds Gavin that the facts women are interested in are facts that 
match the given set of facts easily "without leaving a rough seam.
The feminine conception of "fact" seems to be a subjective statement of 
what probably should bej the masculine,, what is.

Again through Gavin Stevens, Faulkner holds forth upon women:
Maybe women are capable only of gratitude, capable of nothing 
else but gratitude. Only, since the past no more exists for 
them than morality does, they have nothing which might have 
taught them sensibility with which to deal with the future 
and gratitude toward what or who saved them from the past; 
gratitude in them is a quality like electricity: it has to
be produced, projected and consumed all in the same instant 
to exist at all.113

Still Gavin muses in outrageous and frustrated bewilderment that woman 
ignores the limitations of environment and the rules which society has 
set up to govern itself most effectively, and that by the mystically 
biological presence of her all-pervading self, she changes and domi
nates her environment. Gavin's thoughts are following faster now:

H I  Ibid., p. 193-
11 -̂Ibid., p. 226o
113ibid., p. 272.
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Because women are not interested in romance or morals or 
sin and its punishment, but only in facts, the immutable 
facts necessary to the living of life while you are in it 
and which they are going to damned well see themselves 
dont fiddle and fool and back and fill and mutate.-*-44

Olga Vickery in her interesting book415 develops this last 
point well. Her work might be summarized on this issue in the follow
ing manner. Demanding logical order, demanding clear relationship, 
man positions each particle of new knowledge into a formalized pattern 
which ignores the significance of the fact itself and concentrates only 
on its relation to the other previously-held facts. Miss Vickery re
gards Faulkner as holding this masculine system of acquiring and evalu
ating knowledge as inherently weak.. This critic interprets Faulkner as 
defining the feminine system as stronger because it ignores any set 
pattern in accepting facts and sees all new knowledge as portions of a 
totality in which the parts hold little importance. Miss Vickery treats 
with woman’s concept of time, of the difference between true and Truth, 
and of the much-discussed superiority of grasping knowledge with the 
heart rather than with the mind.

All of this must be understood in the light of Faulkner's in
tent. Mr. Steven Marcus keenly follows Faulkner's use of the anecdote 
as a device to raise myth to the level of history, to raise the

^ I b i d ., p. 293.
445oiga W. Vickery, The Hovels of William Faulkner (Baton Rouge, 

Louisiana: Louisiana State University Press, 19597°
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"material of imagination as if it were indistinguishable from 
actuality. "H6

It is woman who cuts through specifics to universals; through
v ' ' ' ■■time and place to "always" to "is"; through "me" to "us"; through 
"can't" to "shall"; through lust to love; through reason to knowledge;
' through fact to Truth.

•k^Steven Marcus, "Snopes Revisited," Partisan Review, XXIV 
(Summer 1957), ^38. .



CHAPTER VI

THE MANSION

In the Virginia Quarterly Review, Warren Beck has discussed 
the emergence of Mink in The Mansion. Mr. Beck points out that Mink 
himself does not change in the novel and hence not in prison* but the 
reader's opinion and evaluation of him develops. Even Ratliff 
changes his attitude toward Mink from The Hamlet where he evaluates 
Mink as "this here seems to be a different kind of Snopes like a 
cotton-mouth is a different kind of snake."-*--*-® Similarly in The Town 
Ratliff remarks: "Mink Snopes was mean. He was the only out-and-out
mean Snopes we ever experienced...just mean without no profit consid
eration or hope at all."^^ Finally in The Mansion he concludes:
"The poor sons of bitches.1'"*"̂

In the first two volumes of the trilogy we Were not told the 
entirety of the Mink-Houston altercation which brought about Mink's

-*--*-7warren Beck, "Faulkner in The Mansion," Virginia Quarterly 
Review, XXXVI (Winter i960), 272-292. .

1-*"®Faulkner, The Hamlet, p. 92.
-*-*-9paulkner. The Town, p. 79.
120Faulkner, The Mansion, p. 430.



murdering Houston from behind a clump of "bushes with an ancient shot 
gun and a single shell. The stage was set in The Hamlet where we learn 
that Mink's cow has strayed and Houston was rewarded a fee by the court 
for pasturing her all winter. And then later in the book the actual 
murder occurs accompanied by Mink's efforts to get rid of the body, 
his wife's concern for him, and Lump's rapacious greed for the money 
in the dead man's pants. At the trial, described in The Hamlet, it 
must be noted that Mink is deserted by all of the Snopeses, not just 
Flemj but it is Flem who can save him and does not. Flem's first ef
fort toward the respectability which he.will seek so diligently in The 
Town, that first effort is the one that sets into inevitable motion the 
revenge that results in Flem's death. To acquaint the new reader with 
the situation, the incident is repeated in The Town with no additions. 
But there is no exoneration of Mink hinted. The Montgomery Ward Snopes 
episode in which Flem plants moonshine whiskey in the photography 
studio Monty uses as a front for his pornographic slide business in 
order to have Monty sent to Parchman, the Mississippi prison which 
holds Mink, rather than the federal prison where he would have been 
sent for the slide business alone, is not fully understood until The 
Mansion. In this third volume of the trilogy Mink assumes a new 
significance.

Peter Swiggart, writing in the gewanee Review, places Mink as 
Everyman.Mink becomes physically even smaller than he seemed

121Peter Swiggart, "The Snopes Trilogy," Sewanee Review, LXVIII 
(Spring I960), 319-325.
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before, but what impresses the reader is his indomitable pursuit of his
purpose through acceptance of all that “Old Moster" chooses to put
against him. He identifies fate and God and justice and equity and
"they" as a single force which he usually calls by the pronoun.

They could harass and worry him, or they could even just 
sit back and watch everything go against him.right along 
without missing a lick, almost like there was a pattern 
to it;', just sit back and watch and...enjoy it too; maybe 
in fact They were even testing him, to see if he was a 
man or not, man enough to take a little harassment and 
worry and so deserve his own licks back when his turn came.
But at least that moment would come when it was his turn, 
when he had earned the right to have his own just and 
equal licks back, just as They had earned the right to 
test him and even to enjoy the testing; the moment when 
they would have to prove to him that They were as much a 
man as he had proved to Them that he was; when he not only 
would have to depend on Them but had won the right to de
pend on Them and find Them faithful. 1$2

Mink really doesn't believe in the Judaic-Christian concept of a Deity, 
but to him any supreme force must be a force of ultimate justice, a 
codified, reasonable, honorable, and equitable justice which insures 
each man his rights. To Mink, it is justice that he kill Flem; as it 
was only justice that he kill Houston. In his mind Houston had made 
him, Mink, wait there in the bushes to fire that ancient ten-gauge 
shot gun. He hadn't minded paying the pasturage fee; the law had de
termined that, and man must abide by the law, the formalized agreement 
among men on an earthly authority which would grant to each man his 
just rights. And he even accepted the gross inequality in economic 
status that saw Houston's Negro hand living in better quarters, 
Houston's cattle eating better and sleeping warmer. Houston himself

122-pauikner, The Mansion, p. 6.



had too much money and too many cattle even to notice Mink's sorry and 
solitary heifer among the herd. Houston, putting down his tumbler of 
good Memphis-bought bourbon and leaving a warm house in good protec
tive clothes, went to tell Mink, in cold and barren poverty that he 
must pay for having his cow pastured. His trick hadn't worked. He 
could accept all of this because this was not an insult to his sense 
of honor. Economic imbalance existed, would always exist, so he just 
accepted it. So he just called upon the pride within him to serve in 
place of food and sleep in sustaining his efforts; washing away the 
days of servitude and laving with his own sweat the limbs which ached 
for rest, because his luck was always to be bad; he wasn't through 
being tested yet. Then the pound fee was proclaimed, and it was all 
determined. They were doomed, these two men, the one to kill, the 
other to make him do it.

"It began at the very instant Houston was born already shaped 
for arrogance and intolerance and pride."^3 And "Houston's destiny

1 pkhad actually and finally impinged on his, Mink's, own fate,.„" Mink 
did not lack compassion from others in Frenchman's Bend. Houston him
self urges Mink to plant his fields first and then return to the fence 
posts. Old Man Varner is willing to put the pasturage fee on Mink's 
furnish bill at the store so that Mink can work on his crops. Later 
Varner even offers to pay the bill for Mink; Houston offers to buy the 
cow from Mink. They are all trying to get Mink back on his land, back

123ibld., p. 7.
l^Ibid.
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to the sustaining force of nature, hack to the healing ritual of the 
earth's ever-renewing cycle. But Mink is at peace with his pride, and 
his patience sustains him. There is only one way "They" can heat him—  

to catch him off balance and "topple him hack into that condition of 
furious blind earless rage when he had no s e n s e . "^5 And the pound 
fee is demanded, and Houston is shot.

Passing through the strange, murky swamps on his way to 
Parchman, Mink reflects that his need eventually to return to Beat 
Four insures his inevitable success because: "If a feller jest wants
to do something, he might make it and he might not. But if he's GOT 
to do something, cant nothing stop him."126 And Flem's death is al
ready certain. ■ In Mink's attempted escape, dressed in the calico dress 
and the sunbonnet which Montgomery Ward Snopes has brought into the 
prison with him, and which escape and then failure Monty has been 
planted by Flem to insure, we see even a more calm and assured Mink, a 
man who not only believes, but knows unequivocally that his purpose 
will be fulfilled because it is the only just thing to do. They dare 
not deny him; how could They live with Themselves? In Mink's concep
tion of luck, he reasons, and we are often surprised at the adroitness 
with which Mink reasons and trades comments, that one is either bom 
with luck or without it: either a champion or not. And his lot is to
be doomed to impoverished thralldom to the barren and ever-defiant plot 
of land scorned by others.

125ibid.
126xbid., p. i+9 (italics in the original).
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The land has an active existence in The Mansion. It is the 

foe to which the tenant farmer is hound in a constant struggle never to 
he conquered, only skirmishes to he won. It is a force which seeks to 
draw man to itself from the moment he leaves his. mother's womb. This 
attraction Faulkner claims is evident in the child's fall, the civil
ized man's efforts to put something between him and the ground, the 
momentary daze of a man waking from a deep sleep on the earth. The 
land is patiently tightening its hold upon man, sure of its eventual 
union and assimilation of man, all men, within the classless status of 
the entombed. The magnificently poetic ending of The Mansion, and 
hence of the trilogy, states this ascendency:

...the ground already full of the folks that had the trouble 
hut were free now, so that it was just the ground and the 
dirt that had to bother and worry and anguish with the pas
sions and hopes and skeers, the justice and the injustice 
and the griefs, leaving the folks themselves easy now, all 
mixed and jumbled up comfortable and easy so wouldn't no
body even know or even care who was which any more, himself 
among them, equal to any, good as any, brave as any, being 
inextricable from, anonymous with all of them: the beauti
ful, the splendid, the proud and the brave, right on up to 
the very top itself among the shining phantoms and dreams 
which are the milestones of the long human recording— Helen 
and the bishops, the kings and the unhomed angels, the scorn
ful and graceless seraphim.127

Again Faulkner stresses the unswerving purposefulness of Mink's 
dedication during his forty-three years in prison. When Mink's success 
in preventing several men from escaping from Parchman leads to a threat 
upon his life suspended over his eventual freedom in just four and one- 
half years. Mink "takes back" his resistance to the God of his youth

1^7Ibid., pp. ;435-436.
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and actually and confidently allows God to proceed on His own to 
help Mink. This agreement God quickly enacts, and Stillwell, the man 
threatening Mink, is killed in the collapse of an abandoned church.
Fate has taken a firm hand in the imminent release of Mink and the in
evitable death of Flem. Upon his return to Jefferson by way of Memphis 
where he buys a pistol, Mink happens or is happened into the company of 
a self-appointed, ex-marine evangelist who recites a tale of being or
dered by Christ to serve the spiritual needs of southern Tennessee. In 
this characterization of Reverend Goodhay and his followers, Faulkner 
seems to be presenting a last chance for salvation or for at least rec
onciliation, love in the sense of a love for onb*s fellow humans who 
share a common Creator. It is impossible to believe that Faulkner 
would take this opportunity to ridicule this group of obviously sincere, 
uneducated, uninstitutionalized, forlorn cast-offs. Goodhay himself in 
spite of his profanity, dictatorial lack of humility, gruff manner, and 
suspicion of the drifters whom he gathers to build his church, is de
scribed as monk-like, as was Labove, and incensed with his monomania;

...the coldly seething anchorite’s eyes— the eyes of a 
fifth-century hermit looking at nothing from the entrance 
of his Mesopotamian cave— the body rigid in an immobility 
like a tremendous strain beneath a weight.128

When he says, "1 Save us, Christ. The poor sons of bitches,1"129 he
means just that: we are cast into a dark world to struggle

128lbid., p. 279- 
129ibid., p. 282.
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■unsuccessfully,, And Faulkner has said earlier that

man must have light. He must live in the fierce full 
constant glare of light, where all shadow will he de
fined and sharp and.unique and personal.-^O

So this is Mink's last chance for love. But this love is divine rather 
than human in nature. As Ratliff had the potential for change in The 
Hamlet and did not, and as Gavin had the potential in The Town and 
could not, so does Mink have this potential in The Mansion and does 
not, perhaps must not. His reaction to Goodhay's remarks is negative; 
they have made no impression: "He, Mink, watching them all, himself .
alien, not only unreconciled hut irreconcilable: not contemptuous, be
cause he was just waiting, not impatient."-^l

Love has failed, hut the potential was there. We saw Mink's 
thoughts of his mother, his memories of bringing food to her in her 
poverty and anguish; we see him now enjoying the seasons which prison 
life denied to his senses. There seems to he a definite potential in 
this miserable, determined little man intensely dedicated to vengeance. 
But he can only muse on how pleasant it would be if he and Flem could 
live out the remainder of their lives in the comfort of companionship 
in the warmth of the sun. This little man who looks like a preacher, 
is mistaken for one on two separate occasions, and who is allowing God 
to help him now, draws nearer to Jefferson with not hate but just nec
essary and fate-directed purpose in his heart, and in his jumper is a 
pistol with three bullets.

130Ibid., pp. 132-133.
131ibid., p. 281.
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In. any discussion of The Mansion it must be noticed that this 

terminal volume is different in structure from either The Hamlet or 
The Town in that the two previous novels used a series of anecdotes to 
illustrate Faulkner's theme of love versus non-love in a juxtaposing 
of couples failing in love for one reason or another. We find in the 
two initial volumes of this trilogy the coupling of: Labove-Eula,
McCarron-lula} Flem-Eula, Ike-cow, Mink-wife, Houston-wife, Amstid- 
wife, DeSpain-Eula, Gavin-Eula, Gavin-Linda. But The Mansion is con- 
cerned with only one unsuccessful, abrogated love: that of Linda-
Gavin. To be sure, Gavin Stevens and Linda Snopes met, knew, were 
tormented within the pages of The Townj and I have treated with them 
there. However, in The Mansion Eula is gone now, Linda is older and 
in more need because of her deafness, and she has had physical love. 
Gavin alone remains the Gavin of old: idealistic, romantically orien
tated and romantically blinded, dedicated to lost causes and pledged 
never to partake of the sweet satisfaction of love requited only the 
bitter-sweet, self-imposed frustration of love declined. Ratliff tells 
Stevens in the closing pages of The Mansion that he is glad Linda 
doesn't have a daughter because "You done already been through two Eula 
Varners and I dont think you can stand another o n e . ""*"32 can only 
agree with him. There is almost an exhausted frustration on the part 
of the reader at the end of this series of unsuccessful loves and es
pecially with the outrageously noble abnegations of Gavin Stevens for 
Eula and then for Linda. Granted, the lawyer is married now to the

132ibid., p. 434.



widow Melisan&re Harriss Backus, but we can almost sense this to be a 
cerebral companionship despite the probable efforts of this woman. It 
is Linda whom Gavin kissesj it is Linda whom he meets; it is Linda 
whose bottom he strokes in self-inflicted frustration. Linda is eager 
to fulfill her womanly nature by quenching the desire she arouses. And 
so to avoid irritation with this misguided celibate, we must attempt to 
appraise and to understand not only what his relationship with Linda is, 
but what Faulkner is saying through this further evidence of love's nec
essary defeat.

It is too easy to write off Gavin Stevens as a ludicrous fig
ure. But to Faulkner his quixotic nature shared the noble intentions 
of Cervantes' hero. Gavin is a lawyer, and it is a lawyer's function 
to defend. It was only natural considering his attitudes that he fol
low that profession. Gavin's refusal to indulge in the sex act with 
either Eula or Linda is not an indication of lack of desire on his 
part. He simply cannot. He cannot take advantage of these offers 
which were made under duress, which were less than the idealized, ro
mantic love which he demanded before there could be consumation. This 
is the heir to honorable existence, this is the soul possessing cour
age, honor, pride, compassion, pity--Faulkner's litany of verities of 
the human heart. So if we look for action from Gavin and despair his 
enobled denial of love, we must realize that it is his fate to be him
self and by himself judged.

Ratliff suggests that Lawyer Stevens attached himself, dedi
cated himself to Linda, to Linda's life because it was too late for 
Eula, and Linda was a girl, one of those who supposedly needed the
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protection of a Harvard- and Heidelberg-educated lawyer. In Ratliff's 
paraphrase of Keats1 "Ode to A Grecian Urn" Linda becomes merely an ex
tension of Eula, a continuance of that which Eula represented and that 
which Gavin chose to defend:

Except it wasn't too late. It aint never too late and 
wont never be, providing, no matter how old you are, you 
still are that-ere nineteen-year-old boy that said that 
to that sixteen-year-old gal at that one particular mo
ment outen all the moments you might ever call yourn.
Because how can it ever be too late to that nineteen- 
year-old boy, because how can that sixteen-year-old gal 
you had to say that to ever be violated, it dont matter 
how many husbands she might a had in the meantime. -̂33

Ratliff continues to tell us that Gavin didn't just want to form
Linda's mind and then marry her; he had to be the only one that not
only recognized that she could be saved from Snopes, but that only he
was capable of saving her. But a question arises as to whether Gavin
chose this path or was fated to it. Ratliff remarks that he was fated
to choose this course. "It was his fate. He jest got run over by
coincidence....It was his fate and doom...boundless and hopeless as-
piration."̂ -3̂  And. he wanted to lose; "Lawyer was rushing headlong
into that engagement that not only the best he could expect and hope
for but the best he could want would be to lose it."̂ -35 Later Ratliff
puts it more tersely:

He wouldn't never be free because he wouldn't never 
want to be free because this was his life and if he ever 
lost it he wouldn't have nothing left, I mean, the right

133Ibid., p. 115.
Ĵ lbid., p. 128.
135ibid., p. 116.
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and privilege and opportunity to dedicate forever his 
capacity for responsibility to something that wouldn't 
have no end to its appetite and that wouldn't never 
threaten to give him even a bone back in recompense. ̂-36

And still he is doomed:
He jest had that word "doomed" in the wrong place: 
that it wasn't her that was doomed, she would likely 
do fine; it was the one that was the recipient of the 
fidelity and the monogamy and the love, and the one that 
was the proprietor of the responsibility that never even 
wanted, let alone expected, a bone back, that was the 
doomed one.3-37

Gavin is further shown in this self-inflicted and greatly enjoyed frus
trated dedication to be drawn to his role as defender by the moment of 
pubic flowering on the part of a girl. This necessarily transitory 
moment of biological emergence before a girl passed to being a woman 
was the state of dependence and attraction that brought forth the 
crusader in Gavin. Fortunately, this ephemeral moment passes quickly 
and Gavin must divert his attention from Melisandre to Eula to Linda. 
Chick suggests that Gavin won't marry Linda because he wants to see 
fulfilled his prophecy that she would be doomed forever to love one 
man unsuccessfully. And so Gavin is saved, saved from a marriage 
which, Ratliff suggests, would take him from meddling in Jefferson's 
affairs, saved by his attraction for young girls who necessarily get 
older and hence necessarily no longer need his protection and hence

136Ibid., p. 163. 
•*"37pMch
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necessarily slip out of his concern. And now he can rush about "immune

T O  Aand unwettable on top of a stagnant pond."
But there is another force. There is Linda Snopes Kohl.

Chick, the flippant spokesman for the rising youth of Jefferson, as 
Ratliff spoke for the canny country folk and Gavin spoke for the town 
educated, describes Linda as he and Gavin meet her at the airport re
turning home deafened and deflowered from Greenwich Village and mar
riage and the Spanish Civil War.• She is described as being tall and 
thin with extremely dark blue eyes and black hair and bitten nails.
But her dominant characteristic in The Mansion is her inability to 
hear, that defect which makes her "immured, inviolate in silence, in
vulnerable, s e r e n e . "^39 Again Faulkner goes to Keats' "ode": "the
bride of quietude and silence striding inviolate in the isolation of 
unhearing, immune..."'*"̂  and "...the bride of silence more immaculate 
in that chastity than even Caesar's wife because she was invulnerable 
too, forever safe, in that chastity forever pure... And more:

She was free, absolved of mundanity; who knows, who is 
not likewise castrate of sound, circumcised from having 
to hear, of need too. She had the silence: that thun
derclap instant to fix her forever inviolate and private 
in solitude; let the rest of the world blunder in all the 
loud directions over its own feet trying to find first 
base at the edge of abyss like one of the old Chaplin 
films,142

138Ibid., p. 147.
139ibid., p. 203. 
Wtoid., p. 230. 
J-^Ibid., p. 216. 
142Ibid., p. 211.



Certainly the irony of her being inviolate in silence is clear when we
consider Gavin's desperate decline of the love offered to him by Linda.
Her chastity is safe, unfortunatelyj unfortunately his is safer. But
the paradox remains. As she is invulnerable, so she is isolated from
that from which she is invulnerable. Her voice now is

dry, lifeless, dead. That was it: dead. There was no 
passion, no heat in it; and, what was worse, no hope. 1 
mean, in bed together in the dark and to have more of 
love and excitement and ecstasy than just one can bear 
and so you must share it, murmur it, and to have only 
that dry and lifeless quack to murmur, whisper with. "̂3

Again Ratliff omnisciently declares that what Linda needs is simply to
be needed; not wanted and not just to give; but actually needed. But
she is doomed, as her mother was doomed,

to find something competent enough, strong enough...to 
take what she had to give; and at the same time doomed 
to fail, in this, her case, not because Barton failed 
her but because he also had doom in his horoscope.

And so when Linda’ and Gavin are alone in her living room in Flem's 
usurped and gloriously disfigured mansion and Linda freely offers 
Gavin her body, we are not surprised to hear Gavin's rejection, his in- 
tellectualization that they are the only two in all the world who can
love without physical passion. Faulkner creates in Linda one who loves
but one who cannot possess the object of her love. Her look is of 
"immeasurable loss, the appeaseless grief, the fidelity and the en
during. "-^5 Linda accepts his rejection, but urges him then to marry

^ 3 ibid., p. 217.
l^Ibid., p. 233.
l ^ Ibid., p. 239.
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someone else so that he can know the joys, the ecstasy of sexual or
gasm. She Is disappointed that he did not have relations with her 
mother for that would have been something, it would have been complete
ness, it would have been the mysterious and mystifying, rhythmic, 
surging fulfillment of love. Professor Warren Beck in his excellent 
study of the Snopes trilogy, Man in Motion, astutely observes that in 
this scene Linda's offer of herself is not an act which she seeks for 
herself. Mr. Beck suggests that she is offering him this gift in ap
preciation for what he has done for her and especially for what he has 
meant to her. Mr. Beck's shrewd insight also points out that Gavin's 
refusal of this gift comes with his realization now of her gesture, 
just as he realized her true motive when she agreed to marry him after 
his fight with Matt Levitt in The Town. Gavin knows that it is grati
tude upon which Linda's love for him is based; and this is not 
enough.

Later in the town where Linda has gone to build ships for the 
war effort, she is visited by Gavin, and the two of them amidst the 
splendor of the setting sun on the ocean discuss the unity of fidelity 
and the qualities of love and loss and grief. That evening in the ho
tel room with her propped up in bed and with him properly and fully 
attired and just a bit timorous of her purposes, she makes him swear 
to marry someone. She sees them as

two people out of all the world desperate and anguished 
for one another to deserve not to waste it any longer

l-^Beck, Man in Motion, op. hit., p. 111.
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and suddenly...hurrying, running toward the place at ■ 
last not far how, almost here and now no more despera
tion and the anguish no more.1^7

She realizes that Gavin fears that she is speaking and thinking of sex
again. She clarifies her meaning on that point:

That's not important, like breathing's not important as 
long as you dont even have to think about it but just do 
it when it's necessary. It's important only when it be
comes a question or a problem or an issue....It's the 
rest of it, the little things: it's this pillow still
holding the shape of the head, this necktie still holding 
the shape of the throat that took it off last night even 
just hanging empty on a bedpost, even the empty shoes on 
the floor still sit with the right one turned out a little 
like his feet were still in them.-*-̂8

Finally: "I want you to have that too....I love you."-^9 ^nd Gavin,
saying "I love you," swears to marry.

In the first two volumes of the trilogy, we could see clearly 
Faulkner's use of the anecdote of the fated and doomed couple unable to 
love, unable to find in a human relationship that peace and sense of 
accomplishment which Ratliff discussed in The Town. The structure of
The Mansion, differs from that of the other two novels. To be sure, we 
still have a succession of tales: that of Virgil, Tug Nightingale,
Bayard Sartoris, Melisandre Harriss Backus, Reverend Goodhay, Clarence 
at Varner's picnic, Jason Compson and Bula Acres, and Meadowfill versus 
McKinley Smith, to mention several. And there are restatements of what 
has previously transpired in the trilogy. But the stories of Mink,

-^Tpaulkner, The Mansion, p. 251.
l^Ibid.

l^ibid., pp. 252-253-
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calmly pursuing vengeance amidst seemingly insurmountable obstacles, 
and Linda, frustrated in silent isolation and unrequited love, domi
nate this terminal novel. Faulkner had come to the end of his pursuit 
with the creation of The Mansion,- this was a final statement, a cap
stone to his litany of unanswered loves.

It is Linda who stands as a tragic figure: one born to, 
doomed to, love one man always and always in vain. Similarly, Mink 
and his nymphomaniacal wife could never find love in their relation
ship; they too were doomed, Faulkner tells us, to the anguish and de
spair born of incapability and regret. Faulkner has, then, maneuvered 
Linda, shattering the dreams of Gavin who realizes but refuses the 
knowledge of her reasoned purpose in securing the release of Mink, into 
actively and deliberately bringing about the murder of her nominal 
father. Gavin knows; he sees the car bought too soon. Ratliff makes 
the point clear:

She could a waited two more years and God His-self 
,couldn't a kept Mink in Parchman without He killed him, 
and saved herself not jest the bother and worry but the 
moral responsibility too, even if you do say they aint 
no morals. Only she didn't. And so you wonder why. If 
maybe, if there wasn't no folks in heaven, it wouldn't 
be heaven, and if you couldn't recognize them as folks 
you knowed, wouldn't nobody want to go there. And that 
someday her maw would be saying to her, "Why didn't you 
revenge me and my love that I finally found it, instead 
of jest standing back and blind hoping for happen-so?
Didn't you never have no love of your own to learn you 
what it is?"150

This ironic question from the departed Eula to her daughter 
must be answered with a "yes." Linda did have a love, a love who

150rbid., p. 431.
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scrawled "no, no, no, no" a thousand times on an ivory tablet, a love 
who could stroke the magnificent, promised, needing womanness of her 
and just he a little hit sorry. And Mink, earth-creeping, vengeance- 
bound, love-blind, ever-accepting Mink, the epitome of the male sense 
of honor and ritual and justice and pride and demand, is released from 
prison to kill the personification of amoral, rapacious, ahuman, depth- 
less greed and materialism. The trilogy has ended. Faulkner1s state
ment is complete.



CHAPTER VII

CONCLUSIONS

In my introduction to this thesis, I said that I hoped to show 
from the novels of the Snopes trilogy that Faulkner's theme was that 
of love versus non-love. I have tried to show through each of the 
couplings that it was the human relationship involved that concerned 
Faulkner primarily and not the actions of the characters. The meaning 
inherent in the relationships of Labove-Eula, McCarron-Eula, Flem-Eula, 
Ike-cow. Mink-wife, Houston-wife, Amstid-wife, Gavin-Eula, Gavin-Linda, 
DeSpain-Eula supports such an interpretation.

Faulkner himself misled us in sub-titling the novels of the 
trilogy: novels of the Snopes family. The Snopeses pervade and people
the novels, but they do not dominate them; they are not the theme. Eula 
is not a Snopes, nor is Linda; nor is Gavin or Ratliff or Labove or 
Houston. Faulkner is not concerned with the Snopeses as a people, but 
as a movement, just as one would not be concerned so much with a catas
trophe, but with its effects.

The trilogy does richly treat of the Snopeses: Ab, Flem,
Eckrum, Isaac, Wallstreet Panic, Montgomery Ward, Mink, Lancelot, Saint 
Elmo, I.O., Admiral Dewey, Byron, Vardaman. Bilbo, Orestes, Clarence, 
Doris, Watkins' Products. They do differ greatly in qualities. And in
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discussing these Snopeses, let us examine a thoughtful criticism by
Irving Howe. Mr. Howe puzzles us by his comments on Clarence at
Varner's picnic in The Mansion:

...there is a serious discrepancy between the problem 
raised by Clarence's masquerade of enlightenment and 
the means Ratliff employs to cope with it: a discrep
ancy between two modes and eras of social existence.
The incident suggests that the threat of Snopesism can . 
easily be deflected by the country shrewdness of aRatliff.151

Certainly Mr. Howe has not forgotten Ratliff's defeat at the hands of 
Flem in the salted earth of the old Frenchman's place. One must rec
ognize the scope of the Snopeses which encompasses the shrewdness of 
Flem, the foolishness of Eck, the decency of Wall, the idiocy of Ike, 
and the ignorance of Clarence. To dispose of one of these does not 
mean that the structure of Snopesism is precariously positioned.

However, it is in the larger view that the Snopeses must be 
understood to be functioning as a part of Faulkner's theme. Warren 
Beck develops the theory that Faulkner used the Snopeses in all of 
their various manifestations, ramifications, and characterizations to 
create the microcosm of Yoknapatawpha County.

Though Snopesism is a blunt and appalling cultural fact, 
the Snopeses are not seen as a brigade of identical ro
bots. They are rather like pirates as conventionally 
envisaged--a motley crew, ununiformed, each wearing his 
personal anarchism with a difference, all of them destruc
tive, but eccentrically so.152

15lHowe, op. cit., p. 286. 
152ggck, Man in Motion, p. 21.



Each of the anecdotes about some member of the Snopes tribe 
is designed to fill a given purpose» Malcolm Cowley has called them 
"beads on a string,"'^3 inferring that while each one is valuable and 
enjoyable in itself, it is in the complete work that they must be ap
praised. Robert Penn Warren goes to the heart of the problem when he 
declares that "thematic rather than narrative emphasis is the basic 
principle, and once we grasp that fact the unity of the individual 
work may come clear."15^ oh the other hand, John Arthos, writing in 
William Faulkner: Two Decades of Criticism, reasons that The Hamlet
"falls into at least four separate stories...there is no real 
unity."^55 perhaps Mr. Arthos failed to see what Mr. Warren called 
the "intricate patterning of contrasts, for instance the contrast of 
the Flem-Eula story with the Houston-wife story. T. Y. Greet,
writing in PMLA, clearly saw Faulkner’s intent in joining lula to 
Flem: "...the favor of the gods— -Love, Fertility— has been sacrificed
to rational opportunism."^57 $jr„ Beck points to the incident of

-t-5%alcolm Cowley, "Introduction to the Portable Faulkner," 
William Faulkner: Three Decades of Criticism, ed. F. J. Hoffman and
0. W. Vickery (East Lansing, Mich.: Michigan State University Press,
I960), p. 105.,

-^^Robert Penn Warren, "William Faulkner," William Faulkner: 
Three Decades of Criticism..., p. 123.

155John Arthos, "Ritual and Humor in the Writings of William 
Faulkner," William Faulkner: Two Decades of Criticism..., p. 113.

156R0bert Penn Warren, "The Snopes World," Kenyon Review 
(Spring 1941), 256.

Greet, op. cit., 777.
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Byron1s children which is used to end The Town. Seemingly the incident
is humorous hut irrelevant to the central theme of the novel. However,

this extravaganza on the mingled motifs of Snopes aggres
sion and aboriginal craft in living off the country be
comes another episode in Flem's ridding Jefferson, for 
his own interest, of what Ratliff calls "Snopes out-and- 
out unvarnished behavior." Besides this,immediate thematic 
relevance, the passage serves the aesthetic purpose of 
closing the novel diminuendo.158

Similarly, the spotted horses incident in The Hamlet and the tale of 
Clarence's hurried departure from Varner's political picnic, as pre
sented in The Mansion, serve to point out Faulkner's use of the anec
dote to develop theme. The hilarious spotted horses story must have 
been one of Faulkner's favorites— he used it often. But within the 
framework of The Hamlet, is illustrated the tragicomedy of the human 
race as personified in the inhabitants of Frenchman's Bend.

let, the juxtaposition of the male at economic play trying to 
assert his ego through a victory in horse trading and the female en
gaged in the never-ending cycle of feeding, providing., caring for, 
points up Faulkner's evaluation of the vast difference between men 
and women.

Mr. Howe's criticism on the Snopes trilogy seems unfounded on
several points. He discusses Faulkner's treatment of the Gavin-Linda
relationship in the following way:

...they love, but in vain, and they neither marry, for 
reasons not clear, nor do anything else a man and woman 
in love might be expected to do for reasons still less 
clear.159

158Beck, Man in Motion, p. 34.
159g;owe, op. cit., p. 292.



Peter Swiggart, writing in the 8ewan.ee Review, asserts that Faulkner 
does not allow Gavin to marry Linda because in Knight's Gambit, pub
lished earlier, Faulkner had allowed Gavin to marry Melisandre 
Backus. It has been reported that Faulkner had begun editing the 
Snopes trilogy before his death on July 6, 1962. There is some confu
sion in chronology through the novels« Probably much of this is due 
to the time span of nineteen years during which the trilogy was writ
ten. But these slight inconsistencies in no way hamper the develop
ment of the author's theme. It seems untenable that the tortured 
relationship between Gavin and Linda reflects only the author's attempt 
to work out of a tight corner.

In this same article, Hr. Swiggart justly remarks on another
aspect;

In spite of Faulkner's competent writing it is virtually 
impossible for the reader to surrender himself to the 
dramatic illusion and forgive or simply overlook the ob
vious crudeness for style or taste.

Faulkner's style also has caused Malcolm Cowley to lament his ponder
ous words:

..."imponderable," "immortal,” "immutable," and 
"immemorial" that.he would haye.used with more discre
tion, or not at all, if he had followed Hemingway's ,
example and served an apprenticeship to an older writer.

1^°Swiggart, op. cit., 319.
l6lIbid., 320.

Malcolm Cowley, William Faulkner: Three Decades of
Criticism, op. cit., p. 96.
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The pros and cons of Faulkner's style have heen treated in detail in 
many critical studies, and much more will be written. 1 shall not dis
cuss his style further within the confines of this paper. But allow 
me to suggest'that his was an intricate and shrewdly designed medium 
to carry the complexity of his involved themes.

It is my belief that William Faulkner was trying to show what 
there is in the world, in the United States, in the South, in the hu
man heart which negates love. Mankind is cleft in twain— woman and 
man. But the heart of woman is bound to her body, the body that flows 
in direct unity with nature: the life-giver, the race-continuer, the
fertile, emotional ever-renewing core of existence itself. The heart 
of man is bound to his mind, the mind which, knowing the body's incom
pleteness, the inadequacy ever-present> cloaks itself in pride to mask 
its self-doubt. And so the two sexes exist, attract. Woman has a need 
to give, to satisfy, to make tranquil, to complete. Man has a need to 
take, to prove, to assert, to conquer. The battle shall always wage, 
and we are doomed to this. And this curse has doomed the South. The 
need of man to acquire wealth, to assert his dominance by superseding 
his fellow in the acquisition of material goods resulted in the insti
tution of slavery. This economic institution had a moral taint, for 
man cannot ethically own another human just as no one can actually own 
land which the Indians immorally sold to the plantation owner with his 
slaves. This malignancy erupted in the Civil War with the debauch of 
the South that followed and is paralleled by the decline in values up
held by woman. In The Unvanquished, Granny's code of honor gives way
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to expediency when her silver, "that symbol of the gentle and civilized 
l i f e , i s  threatened. This materialism spreads; our country, our 
world is infected. The catastrophe of the Snopeses eclipses the land, 
the inheritors of honor are too weak, too uncourageous, too comfortable, 
to do other than lament. The Gavin Stevenses of the world, sterile in 
their educated inaction and in the manufactured paradise of society, 
decline their responsibility in fine-honed rhetoric. And Ratliff—
• speaking surely for the author— reflects on the hopelessness of it all: 
"the poor sons of bitches.

l^SRobert E. Knoll, "The Unvanquished for a Start," College 
English,(May 1958), 3-42. ... .. “  “

i6^aulkher, The Mansion, p. 430.
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