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‘Abstract V-

Folk humor and folk wit pervade the writings of*William
Faulkner ., In his short stories "Fool About a Horse" and
"Spotted Horses," Faulkner draws on the tradition of -
southwestern humor, specifically, on the motif of the horse
swap, and modifies it to.create his own brand of tomedy,
characterized by fall1blé .abrsurd, but sympathetic . »
protagonists and by tens1on between the sexes. In:The .
Hamlet, Faulkner in turn modifies "Fodl About a Horse" and
Spotted Horses," producing a powerfully moving work, which
takes up more generally his theme of men, women, and Motio
and which chron1cles the end of the horse swap as a game aﬁé
pastime.
- In As I Lay Dying,elements of folk humor are ‘evident
in the character of Anse Bundren, a perversion of the
trickster protagon1st of frontier literature, whose
hypocrisy is exposed by the witty humor of h1s neighbor
Vernon Tull. Tull, in contrast to Anse, embodies the true
comic spirit in Faulkner of resilience and perseverance in
the face of adverse circumstances.

The same wit employed by Tull is pract1sed notably by
three other characters in Faulkner: The Sound and the Fury's
P/,<5on Compson and Uncle Job and As I Lay Dylng s Doc

. abody. A1l three use wit that is similar in tone and’
technique, but wield it~with markedly different degrees of
control and compassion.

. In The.Reivers, Faulkner combines,humorous folk wit
with the theme of men, women, and Motion that he took up
previously in The Hamlet, but eliminates the absurd- humor
and blacKk humor characteristic of his earlier novels to
produce his only novel that conforms to the patterns of
trad1t1onal comedy .

b
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* Preface : /
[ K ! H 1. . - , /'_ ' .
This thesis is .comprised of four essays dealing with two
related topits. The first is Faulkner’s use and adaptation
of confic elements pr@sent in thé writings 6f the humorists
of the 01d Southwest, namely such-men as Augustus Baddwin

Longstreet,. William Tappan Thompson, 1.B. Thorpe, Johmson J.
. Hooper, and George Washington Harris. The second topic ‘is

the unique wit employed by the inhabitants of Faulkner’s
Figﬁgona1 county of Yoknapatawphg. Although, together, the
eg&ﬂﬂs do not argue a central thesis, they are ordered in
such” a way that they proceed from a discussion of how .-
Faulkner adapted for his ,own purposes. opgsipecific comic
motif of frontier humor™ to, how he jiiiciliSilfhe more general
elements of traditional comedy.. %) : o

o

i ' o,
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1. Faulkner as Raconteur: Southwestern Humor and The Hamiet
Faulkner's debt to the humorists of tpe Old'Southwget ' has
been noticed and writtien abqut by mapy crities.-

Never theless, detailed examination§ of his virtuosity;in

Al 1
writinf within thettradition and his variations on'it have-
7

not emerged. 3 Even a study as focused as Floyd C. Watkins'
}hd Thomas Daniel Young's article on'the stylistic
differénces between the short story versions of the episodes
in The Hamlet and the versions in the novel itself * raises
more duestions than it answers. Why, for instance, did .
Faulkner chiefly’abandon the colloquial sf&le of "Spotted
Hogses" when he prepared the same episode for the fourth

book of The Hamlet, "The Peasants"? One wonders what

' With respect to the frontier humor written between roughly
1830 and 1860, the 0ld Southwest is usually defined as
Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Mississippi, Missouri, and
Tennessee. . -

2 See, for example, Carvel Collins, "Faulkner and Certain
Earlier Southern Fiction," College English.56 (1954): 92-7;
Cecil D. Eby, "Faulkner and the Southwestern Humorists,'
Shenandoah 11 (1959): 13-21; M. Thomas Inge, "William
Faulkher and George Wash1ngton Harris: In the Tradition of
Southwestern Humor." The Frontier Humorists: Critical Views.
Ed. M. Thomas Inge. Hamden: Archon, 1975. 266-80; Robert D.
Jacobs, "Faulkner’'s Humor." The Comic Imagination In ‘
American Literature. Ed. Louis D. Rubin Jr. New Brunswick:
Rutgers UP, 1973. 305-18; Thomas L. McHaney, "What Faulkner
Learned from the Tall Tale." Faulkner and Humor: Faulkner
and Yoknapatawpha 1984. Ed. Doreen Fowler and Ann J. Abadie.
Jackson and London: UP of Mississippi, 1980. 110-35; N.M.
Rinaldi, "Some Uses of Folk Humor by Faulkner," Mississippl
Quarterly 17 (1964): 107-22; Otis Wheeler, "Some -Uses of
Folk Humor 'by Faulkner." William Faulkner: Four Decades of
Criticism. Ed. Linda W. Wagner. n.p.:wMichigan State UP,
1973. 68-72. _

3 One exception is Alan B. Howard's excellent article 'fHuck
Finn in the House of Usher: The Comic and Grotesque Wor 1ds
of The Hamlet," Southern Review 5 (dJune 1972): 125-46./

4 "Revisions of Style in Faulkner’'s The Hamlet," Modernf
Fiction Studies 5 (1959): 327-36.

1
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#Faulkner gained in substan}ial\y alteging the stories for
the novel and what he losf. if anythiﬁg. In examining the
different versions of the two tales most directly related to
southwestern humor, the "Fool About a Horse"/"souring" of Ab
Snopes story and the "Spotted Horses"/"The Peasants” story,
it soon becomes clear just how skilled a folk tale raconteur
Faulkner was when he published the short stories and just
how much better a cohic writer he had become when he |
modified the short stories for The fiamiet . Not only are the
novel’s versions of the episodes much more powerful and,
moving than either their nineteenth-century analogues orgthe
previously published short story versions, they are }

-

better- tol% and fu?n1er
In the‘story of the Yoknapatawphan amateur hérse trader
and his contest with the legendary Pat Stamper, Faulkner’s
familiarity with the conventiohs‘9f geufhwestern
storytelling and his skill in worKing with them are obvious.
Both "Fool About a Horse," the short story published in
1936, and what.l will for convenience call "The Souring of
Ab.Snopes" (The Hamlet's version) 5 have much-in,common with
Augustus Baldwin Longstreet’'s famous tale, "The Horse Swap."
First, Faulkner's story and its nineteenth-century
counterpart both center on a horse trade, that is, a contest
hinging on one trader’'s ability to trick another into '
exchanging a poor horse for a virtually worthless one. The
trader achieves this end by playing down or artfully

- v o Mmoo e e e

5 See the appendix for summaries of the rather complex plots
_of the two versions of Faulkner’s story.
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disguising his own horse’'s flaws.and by extdlling its good
points'wh1le attempting to show up his,opponen\'s horse for
the undesirable commodity it no,doubt is. Nevertheiess. the
trading duel is conducted as if&both horses were veritable
bargains and both traders honest, trustwdrthy merchants.
Consequently,\the most successful tradé}s are tho§e who

)

manage to combine,exce\]ent verbal and conversational skill
‘Ilh a Kkeen agility to ;ssess a horse’'s merits visuqlly, or,
as the trader himself ﬁight put it, to have "'an eye for
horse’flesh.’" 6 /

Second, in both Faulkner and Longstreet, the pontést s
a community event, a form of public entertainment in which a
clear winner is declared and hailed while a clear loser is
derided and scoffed at. 'For this reason, there is for each
contesfant an end to the game in the community where the
match takes place. The luser is publicly proved 1o be too
untrustworthy to trade with and the winner too sharp.
NevertQFless, rematches and ma;ches between one community’s
recognised champion and another’s would keep the art of

/

horse-swapping from dying out“after the first contest.
' /

Third, each story pits‘an outsider against a local
champion and hence one region against ancther. Accordingly,
community pride is put at risk along with the personal pride
of the‘tradez himself. And finally, Faulkner’s g}oﬁyﬁand
Longstrget’'s both have one horse trader who thinK;‘too

6 "Fool About a Horse." The Uncollected Stories of William
Faulkner. Ed. Joseph Blotner. New York: Random House, 1978.
118-19. Further references to this story will be cited by
page number in the text.
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\highlyvof his oWn skill, publicly boasts of it, and who is
then humbled at the hands of a superior ar®i5t. T.l:us,t at the’
end of eaoh storycthere'}s a sense that comic justice has
been served. ’ | | .

| | Despite these similarities, hautkner’s story and .
Longstreet’'s are quite different in'tone fspirit, and

"

effect In "The Horse Swap, the tale is related with

Lat1nate dict#on and in an egevated style by a formal]y’
edigated traveller who has w1tnessed a curious frontier
phenbmenon His narrative is apparently intended For a
s1m1ﬁar1y educated and gent@el audience back home 7 In, |
Faulkner, the story is ‘recounted by V.K. Suratt/RatﬁHffa
(Faulkner alteredtthe name from Suratt to Ratliff when he
wrote The Hamlet ) to\a group of "gentlemen” ("Fool About a.
Horse," 128) This audience is identified in the novel as AN
the men who hab1tua11y ‘gather on the porches of Varner s
store and of Mrs. L1ttleJohn s board1ng house. However, with
respect to the narrative vo1cevat least, Faulkner is still

' operat1ng within the convent1ons of southWestern humor
because, as do many\n1neteenth—century yarn-sp1nn1ng

‘~characters; Suratt{Rat 1iff speaks colloquial Engtish.and~

' embellishes'his story with exaggeration,'simi]es and
metaphors drawn from rura] or front1er life (espec1ally in

]

,"Fool About a Horse"), and humorous understatement In th1s

e

respect, . “The Souring of Ab Snopes and Fool About a Horse

.7 This frame is a common one for such stories. See Carolyn
S. Brown's The Tall Tale in American Folklore and Literature
"41-54, for a dicussion of the personae Longstreet‘creates in
‘his collect1on of humorous sKetches, Georgra Scenes.



resemble theskind of story best exemplitied by T.B. Thorpe's
"Big Bear_o?\ArKansas" and George Washington Harris' Sut

Lovingood tales.
: [

His narrator’s speech and tone notwithstanding,
Faulkner does depart in maJor ways from the southwestern

comic trad1t1on in both “Fool About a Horse" andA"The

Souring of Ab Snopes." First, 'Faulkner chooses for h1s

~ . /

o /
protagonist not a detached o&§erver as in "The Horse Swap,7

/

nor the v1ctor1ous trickster as:in one of Sut- bov1ngood’ 4

o

adventures. nor the frontier hero who conquers a menace such
as a huge bear as in Thorpe’'s story. In a modern tw1§t on
_the trickster—tricked motif, Faulkner focuses our attention:
on the horse trader who will, by’story’s end get the worst
of the horse swap. Second Faulkner raises the staKes in the -

contest to 1nc1ude the livelihood of one of the

participants, which, in this case, is the iny good muie

that Lum Suratt/Ab Snopes owns. & Faulkner's hero actually
. ) . / -
suffers economic hardship as a result of/the poor swap he

1Y
makes. , ) /

Third, the participants in Fau}ﬂner’s horse swap‘are
'unfairly,hatched. Not only are Pat/Stamper'and-his able
assistant, Jim, much more experienced than Lum/Ab, they‘are
possessed with superhu a. talents which one normally
;—in-an_unouot;shed typ£:cript of "Fool About a Horse," the
protagonist is 1dent1fied-as Lum Suratt, father of V.K., who

narrates the story. In The Hamiet’s version, Faulkner
3 changed the protagonist.to Ab Snopes and made him V.K.

- . neighbor. When referring to the two versions together I e

will call the protagonist "Lum Suratt/Ab Snopes” and his
wife "Mrs. Suratt/Snopes” (her name is Vynie in both
stories). ' ‘



associates w1th the world of the an1mated cartoon, such as 1
the ab111ty to 1nf1ate a horse w1th a bicycle pump. This
represents a significant turnaround from the southwestern

tall ta]e, in which such unbelievable c1rcumstances-serve to
he1ghten the achievement of the storytelling protagonist

who with superhuman ab111t1es of his own, manages to

A}

conguer an unusually wily’ bear or some_other frontier
menace. In Faulkner's case, such enhancement works directly
against Lum/Ab, creating a contest unfairly rigged against
the cfever but fallible Yoknapatawphan trader | |

- Fourth Faulkner introduces to the horse trad1ng

premise tension between the sexe§ and the pl1ght of the: poor

“white Southern woman. In "Fool ‘About: afiJ5 y |
Sour1ng of Ab Snopes," the male protagonmstm1s caught in a
d11emma he cannot hope to solve. In both VePSIOHS of
Faulkner's story, the very pract1ce of horse trad1ng is
challenged by Mrs. Suratt/Snopes because as. she r1ghtly
recognises,.it 1nterferes with. the necessary (though ‘
" tedious) work of p]ough1ng the fields, from which the couple
derives their living. For Lum/Ab, horse trad1ng 5 a luxury
he does not have time to afford, although he fee]s compel led
. to engage in'it because of the pTeasure, profit, and
prestige it can fetch %f done successfully.vHorse-trading is
\.‘the yeoman farmer’s only chance to rise above the drudgery
and jnisery of his economic situation. The p stime a]so’iures
him because, as a social pursuit, it draws the company of

other, somewhat envious and adm1r1ng, men to the successful



horse trader.
{

-

A1though for the husband such ah activity can bring a
\ we lcome respité from the tedium of plpughingi for his wife,
such socializing is merely "'Setting there bragging and
. lying to a passel of shiftless men.’" & This position is
undegstandable because Lum/Ab’'s horse*dealing puts at risk
what{h1s fam11y cannot afford to lose and because it makes
hih boastfu1 he th1nKs more h1gh1y of his achievements than
the facts warrant For example. Ab ad&1ses his skeptical
wife that;sheut’better thank the Lord that when He give‘[Ab]
‘a eye for horseflesh He giye [him] a 1itf1e judgment and
. gumption to go wifh it’" {31), a statement that;ais . |
encounter with Pat Stamper| proves false. Ab does not have as
sharp an eye for'"hOTSefl sh" as he thinks he does, nor wil[
he have the judgment to quit trading with Stamper when,
after the first swap, he is still in possession of his
’w1fe s milk separator ‘ | |
Because Faulkner introducés thé plight of the women to
~ "Fool About a Horse" and "The Souring of Ab Snopes,” he
creates in these.stories more a.contest between man and
woman than between one horse trader and~another. In this -
pitched battle, bbth husband and wife come out losers.
| Reacting to the fact that Lum/Ab has deprived the fam1ly of
his labor, Mrs Suratt/Snopes w1tt11y challenges her

husband’ s achievement in obtaining a horse from Beasley Kemp

s The Hamlet. New York: Random House, 1964, 32. All further .
references to faulkner’s novel will be c1ted by page numbetr
in the text.
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in exchange for some worthless-acraps of machynery, and'
mocks the pastime of horse-trading itself: "she keption
taunting him about swapp1ng for a yard ornament aboutrhow
if he dould just get 1t to town somehow maybe he could swap
it to the l1very stable to prep up.in front for a s1gn (The
Hamlet , 32) With his personal prlde thus quest1oned Lum/Ab
decides to take his new]y acquired horse with him on his
trip to deffersOn to buy his w1fe s milk separator, a c
machine Mrs. Suratt/Snopes has labored and saved a long t1me
for and which will save oons1derab1e labor when she gets it.
Of coorse her husband fails in his attemot to outswap the
unconquerablé Stamper (desp1te the added 1ncent1ve of \
restoring the honor of the - Yoknapatawpha trading oommun1ty)
wrongly risks and loses the separator, and thus consigns his
wife to more'hardship andtdepri$at10n. Mrs. Suratt/Snopes’
responee is to regain the lost eeparator from.Stamper and
gthus'come out'ahead_infprinciple if not, at least in Mrs.
Snopes"case, in material weajth. There is, then, at §take
in Faulkner’'s story Lum/Ab’s personal pride in the mascul1 e
oastime of horse-swapoing, Yoknapatawpha communi ty pride,
the Suratt/Snopes fam11y s ltve]Ihood, and the labor that ™~

- Mr Supatt/Snopes has invested in mak1ng enough mpney fo
buy the separator'plus the labor the»mach1ne will save. The
" potential lossee of Faulkner's oharaoters are-therefore much

" heavier than those of any character in one of the

traditional trading stories.

L]
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As much different as Faulkner's story is froh“itsf”
_nineteenth-century epunterparts,»so is The Hamletis "The ~
Souring of Ab Snopes" different from the previously\
published story "Fool About a‘Horse.“ In the former,

‘ Faulkner amplifies the "loss ane pafhosvinvolved in the
cohtest,between the Yokhapefawphaﬁ trader and Pat Stamper,
or more accuretely, between thé‘tradef and his spOuee“ There
are 'a few minor changes, of COUhse. In "Fool About a Horse"
Varner's storé“and characters such as Jody whom Faulknér}
used more extensively in The Hémlet are present; since Ab/s
ﬁstohy in the noVel 1s set outside of Frenchman’s Bend these -
,detaf]s'have been : altered. In add1$Jon, Ratliff's dlalect is
eignalled less by spel]ing'vahiants in The Hamlet, a]though
dome less idiomatically appropriate phrases from “Fool About
a Horse" have been replaced. For. examp]e, "a 1itt1e morevand
‘ a little more concerned” ("Fool About a H3ﬁ§e,' 122) becomes
"worrieder and worrieder" (The Hamlet 3i>. Also, the age of

V.K. Suratt/Ratliff at the time of the indident is lowered’

2 to eight.

The ma jor changes are more interesting and account for .
the novel'/s being more po1gnant and significant than the
pub11shed short story. One of the most 1mp0rtant |
d1fferen es, apart from the change in lead character from
Lum Surq&t to the souring Ab Snopes, is that the short story
has the/narrator (V.K. Suratt) essentlally present an

exten;ﬁd apology for the protagon1st’s behav1or placwng

much blame for the eventually sad outcome\on fate and

/ i
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circumstances; whereas The Hamlet hgﬁ Ratl1iff glve a more
,<obJect1ve "~ detached account of how the end of Ab Snopes’
.trading career‘B%me about. For example, “Fool About & Horse"
opens with the assertions that Mrs. Suratt, not Lum, "beught
one horse from Pat Stampér and then sold two back to him,"
that Lum never intended to do any horse-tradtng‘when he set
out to buy his w1fe s milk. separator, and that 1f Lum "had
had any notion that he was fated to swap horses w1th Pat
Stamper,.they‘couldn’t even have arrested him and taken him
to town" (118). This last assertion is graphically
reiterated: "he WOuldn'f no more have se%:oht to tangle with
Pat - Stamper than he would have set out to swap.hotses with a
water moccasin’ (119), and we are told over and over again
that fate ahd.circumstances, more thgﬁ Lum himself, were to
blame for the trouble: = »

. wé’wasn t even th1nK1ng about Pat: Stgmper

becaugse we didn’t even know that Pat Stamper was in
Jefferson. . ... It was fate. It was 1ike the Lord
Hisself had d¢cided to spend Mammy’s separator money
for a horse; (Fool About a Horse," 120)

It Yas pure fate. (opening sentence of section 11,
120 _

"Yes, sir. Fate. The same fate that made Mammy taunt
Pap into starting out with Beasley s horse; that
same fate that made it a hot morntng in July for us
to start on. (121)
We are also told in turn that "it" (i.e. the reason Lum
got into such trouble) was "the weather" (122), "was to get
"Beasley's eight dollars bacﬁ‘outen Pat some way" (123), was

"the demon rum" (123), was Jim’s artistry in making the

A

&



mules Lum trades for look "jest exactly all right" (126),
and was'"desperation" (129), all gf which are contributing
factors to Lum’s dehise. to be_svr?; The focusson fate's
part in dooming Lum is made most”éxp]icit when the narrator
tells us that Lum's story is "a kfnd of sidelight on how,
when a man starts out to do something, he jest thinks he is
planning: that what he actua11y is doing is.giving the
highbail'to misfortuﬁe. throwing open a skitch and saying,
‘A11 right, Bad Luck; come right ahead’” (123).

4The Hamlet's version omits much, but not all, of fate's
role in souring Ab Snopes. The insistence op the tradef’s
innocence diéappears in The Hamlet; énd more blame is

directly assigned to Ab and Mrs. Snopes both. The statements
: [ } ) R
about the protagonist having more sense than to trade with

Pat Stamper have been taken out and we are instead given the
impression that Ab’'s succéss‘in having obtained Beasley's
horse for‘wbrthléss scrap inclines him to believe that maybe,
his trading skill really is a match for‘Stamper's:

Maybe to himself Ab did call his-self the Pat
Stamper of the Holland farm or maybe even of all ‘
Beat Four, even if maybe he-was fairly sho that Pat’
Stamper wasn’t going to walk up to that lot fence
and challenge him for it. Sho, I reckon while he was
setting there on the gallery with his feet cooling
and the sidemeat plopping and spitting in the
Kitchen and us waiting to eat it so we could go back
down to the lot and set on the fence while the folks
would come up and look at what he had brung home -

" this time, I reckon maybe Ab not only knowed as much
about horse-trading as Pat Stamper, but he owned '
head for head of them with Old Man Anse h1mse1f
(The Ham/et 31-32) : §

Moreover, even the most coincidental circumstance involved

in Ab’'s demise, the fact that Stamper was camped outside

- a8
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Jefferson the day Ab was heading there to buy the §eparator,
is said to be as much the result of prov%dential justice as
'_mere chance: “it might have just been that in Ab's state

'[feeifng over ly proud aﬂout his trading capabilities] it was
| not only right and natural that‘Ab would have to pass
Stamper to get tovdefferson, but it was foreordainéd and
fated that he would have to" (35).

"The Souring of Ab Snopes” also places'more direct
blame on Mrs. Snopes than had been put on Mrs. Suratt in
"Fool About a Horse." We are told in the latter that Mrs.
Suratt_"taunted“ (119) her hu%band (perhaps only‘ance), but
in the former that Mrs. Snopes "Kept on taunting" (32) Ab,
and we are éivgn in The HaMIet‘the concrete illustration of
her sugéestion that Beasley’' s horse might be more successful
as a storefront sign.than as a beast of burden. -

Although the role of fate is reduced in "The Souring of
Ab Snopes" and the Snope%és more directly bring trouble upon
themselves, their reasons for acting the Way they do are
given more emphasis than in "Fool About a Horse." The best
example is the positioning of the true observation that when
Lum/Ab rode towards Stamper’s camp, he :;s not only
championing his own concerns, but Yoknapatawpha community
honor.‘Pa{ had insulted it in the first place bY‘introducing
to the community the horse Beasley and Ab would eventually
buy. As Ratliff explainé, "for a stranger to come in and
~start that cash money [the eight dollars Beasley paid for

the horse] to changing and jumping from one fellow to

y
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another"” (34) was a serious blow to the community’s trading
pride. "Fool About a Horse" places this partial
‘justification for Lum/Ab’s conduct in theS:ddle of a

paragraph, flanked before and after by assf tions about

fate's blame in the affair. In The Hamlet“f’version, the

Codnty pride is given the emphatic last p-;;tion of the

free will ("' Al Mght : =:> i H\',pjaadv’ “ ["Fool

About a Horse,

‘ 2
'_x,t

into Ab’s plight, but not as fully as Yoknapa #wphan

community pride:

And that's what I meant about it was pure fate that
had Pat Stamper camped outside Jefferson . . . that
day we went to get Miz Snopes’ milK separator;
camped right there by the road with thaf nigger
magician on the very day when Ab was coming to town
with twenty-four dollars and sixty-eight cents in
his pocket and the entire honor and pride of the
science and pastime of horse-trading in
Yoknapatawpha County depending on him to vindicate
it. (The Hamlet, 34)

* "The ‘Souring of§Ab-Snopes" puts more blame on Ab’s
shdulders, but holds out more hope for his success thaa/))
"Fool About a Horse" doe$‘for Lum Suratt. Aithough Faulkner
prefaces Ratliff's tale in The Hamlet with an explanation of
the legendary prowess of Pat Stamper and his talented
aséisfant, "the two of them . . . [worked] in a Kind of
outrageous rapport like a single intelligence possessing the
terrific adQ;ntage over common mortals of being able to be
in two places at once" (The Hamlet,h30), "Fool About a Horse"
giv§s more away about the conte%}’s oufcéhe than doeg "The

|
Souring of Ab Snopes." In the former, for instance, we are

( ‘ e



told that "the rest of [the story] don’'t even hard

be told" and that "After the first swap [Lum] was de$perate”
("Fool About a Horse," 123) before we are given the accouht'
of the first encounter between Pat and Lum Such
foreshadowing is dropped in The Hamlet's version with the
result that, even though from the preface we do not expect
Ab to come out ahead with Stamper, we‘are'at leaet left fhe
oppor tunity to hope that he will not lose badly.a

The effect of raising our hopes (even slightly) and
then dashing them, and indeed the overall difference in
thrust between the two ‘versions ofzihe story, can be seen in
the small but important substitution by Faulkner of one

N
conjunction for another when he wrote The Hamiet. As Ab

heads back to town after having made the initial swap of his
good mule ‘and Beasley’'s worthless horse for Pat Stemperfs
mules, he dares to boast that he has left victorious: "'By
God,’ Ab said, 'if they can walk home at all, I got that
eight dollars back, dawp him' " (The Hamlet: 37). This
w1shfu] thinking, raising our hopes (because in this version
. we have not been told before the trade that our protagonist Y
loses out in the first swap) is followed in a new paragraph
by a telling statement: "But that nigger was a artist” (Thé
Hamlet, 37). "Fool About a Horse" reads "Because that nigger
of Pat S;amper’s was a artisf"_(emphasis added, 127). In the
~former, fhe simple adversative "But" objectively dashes our
meager hope by justly praisinginother trader’s virtuosity;

in "Fool About a Horse," the conjunction "Because" implies
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that the statement depends on an unders tood clause, such as

"Lum was not to blame," and makes the sentence into an
excuse for Lum’'s behavior. The statement in "Fool About a
Horse" is thus biased, as the narrator attempts (as he does
throughout the story) to defend his father’'s actions. The
Hamlet's statement, carrying no such partisan 6%ggage. Keeps
us closer to what happens to the protagonist, and draws no
attention to V.K.ﬂs narrative purpose in relating the story.
The statements of excuse and justification in "F@ol About a

Horse," combined with foreshadowing, bar the reader from
experiencing first-hand the ups>and downs of the
protagonist’s struggle to become more than a ploughman.

Our sympathy and pity for the characters are further
increased in The Hamlet by two other important changes.
First, the total victory (over both Pat Stamper and Lum)
achieved by Mrs. Suratt at the end of "Fool About a Horse, "
which relies on the reader trusting that, for Mrs. Suratt’'s
sake, Stamper would essentially cancel the deal he had made
with her husband, '° becomes a pyrrhic victory in "The
Souring of Ab Snopes." Mrs. Snopes trades both Ab’s team and
their only cow to Stamper for the separator. Mrs. Snopes’
behavior at the end of the story thus becomes absurd, but
necessarily so, since trading the cow is the only way she
can assert her own authority over her husband and put an end
to his destructive horse-trading and time-squandering. By
making the story’s ending absurd and pitiful at the same

10 In that deal, Lum traded the separator for what turned
out to be ?is original mule and Beasley’'s horse.
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time, Faulkner turns the horse swap tale into a tragicomedy

that poignantly conveys the pain and discouragement
experienced by botH the men and the women of the depressed

South.

»

~Finally, “The Souring of Ab Snopes” is simply a

better-told story than is "Fool About a Horse." Although
both contain excellent examples of Faulkner’'s comic style,
significant passages in The Hamlet's version outdo
éorrespondjng stretches in "Fool About a HoriF." Here, for
example, are, in full, the'fuo accounts of Lum/Ab's

discovery that his initial trade with Pat Stamper is not the

o

bargain he first took it.to be; the first quotation belongé
to "Fool About a Horse," the second to The Hamlet. 1 have
itailicized in the latter the additions and alterations
Faulkner made in revising the former:

So we give Uncle lke the rag with Mammy’'s money in
it and me and Pap taken up the separator and started
back out to the wagon, to where we had left it. It
was still there. I mihd how [ could see the bed of
it where Pap had drawed it up to the door, and I
could see the folks from the waist up standing in
the alley, and then I realized that it was about
twice as many folks looking at our team as it had
been when we left. I reckon Pap never noticed it
because he was too busy hurrying that ‘ere separator
along. So 1 jest stepped aside a little to have a
look at what the folks was looking at and then I
realized that I could see the froni of our wagon and
the place where me and Pap had le the mules, but
éﬂat I couldn’t see no mules. So I dont recollect

ether | dropped my side of the separator or if Pap °
dropped hisn or if we still carried it when we come
to where we could see out the door and see the '
mules. They were still there. They were just laying '
down. Pap had snubbed them right up to the handie of
Ike's back door, with the same rein run through both
bits, and now they looked jest exactly like two
fellows that had done hung themselves in one of
these here suicide packs, with their heads snubbed

v

-
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up together and their tongues hanging out and their
necks stretched about four foot and their legs

. folded back and under them like shot rabbits until

Pap jumped down and cut the harness. Yes, sir. A
artist; he had give them to the exact inch jest

enough of whatever it was, to get them to town and

off the square before it played out. ("Fool About a
Horse," 128-129)

. hS

So we went in and give Cain Miz Shopes’'s rag and he
counted the twenty-four sixty-eight and we got the
separator and started back to the wagon, to where we
had left it. Because it was still there; the wagon
wasn’t the trouble. In fact, it was too much wagon, -
I mind how | could see the bed and the tops of t \L
wheels where Ab had brought it up close against [the T
loading platform and | could see the folks from\the
waist up standing in the alley, twice or three t\mes
as many of them now, and I was thinking how it w T
too much wagon and too much folks; it was like one
of these here pictures that have printed under them,
What's wrong with this picture? and then Ab begun to
say ’‘Hell fire, hell fire’ and begun to run, still
toting his end of the separator, up to the edge of
the platform where we could see under it. The mules
was all right too. They was laying down. Ab had .
snubbed them up pretty clos@ to the same post letc].

(The Hamlet, 39)

The second account is more humorous thanwtﬂe first because
in it Ratliff piques our curiosity ear]ier/ind intentionally
misleads us before revealing the truth aboét the mules.
Ratliff's firs{ statement about them is puzzling, and
requires further explanatiQn, which he witholds to create
suspense. Specifically, Ratliff says that "it was too much
wagon. . . . it was too‘much wagon and too little folks; it
was like one of these here pictures that have printed under
them, What’s wrong with this picture?” A1l the time, the
reader eagerly antiéipates the punch line, that is, the
explanation of what actually happened to the mules Ab traded '

for. The account in "Fool About a Horse" does not signal
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trouble until the companatively‘straightforwardﬁstatementﬁ

"it was about twice as many folks looking at the team as it

.had been when we had left it." Moreover,'in‘The Hamlef;vWe

are de]ibehate]y mieteijby the assertion that "The mules was

all right too," which_ is undercut when Rat1iff adds "They

-was laying down." The corresponding sentences in the'"Fool

About a Horse" account ("They were still theref They were

just'leyingtdown.") do not mislead the‘redoer as humorously.

Nevertheless, both passages contain wonderfully cumulatiVe

and eXaggerated descriptions of the mules’ sorry stete. It

1s’a}§o”uorth mentioning that, even though both paesages
amply illustrate the risks involved invMississippi
horse—tfedin , the conciuding~tributes to Jim’s ability to
disguise a mule‘to best advantage ironica]ly endorse the

sport by showcas1ng 1ts best talent. Notdoubt if young Wall

Snopes. were listening to the tale, he would not at all mind

<

growing.up to be just like Stamper s d1m

“In the spotted horses episode that opens "The

' Peasants.' the fourth and last book of The Hamlet

?au]kner s use of southwestern humor to address

twent1eth—century concerns reaches its peak. Whereas the

style of "Fool About a*Horse, "The Souring of Ab Snopes,"

andte;en ‘the publ1shed short story "Spotted Horses" (|11
told in “the first-person by V.K. Suratt/Ratl1ff) is
primarily comic, "The Peasants" relies for its effects on
Faulknerfe a)tehnatioh'between his comio style and the

grand, serious prose one normally associates with such
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novels as Light in August or Absalom Absalom! ‘”To the
traditional horse swap scenario Faulkner adds‘not only the
dire economic- %uﬁuat1on of the poor whites and the resu]ting
_tens1on between asp1rat1on and practicality as he did in
“The Souring of Ab Snopes, " but both a treatment of his
familier ‘theme ofohe cod%lict'between inflexible man and
the flux of exisfenee. and an’elegy chronicling the end of
the entertaining pastime of horse-trading as it is taken
~over by the grasping rapacity and inhuman efficiency of
Snopesiemf

The diffewences between "Spotted Horeeé." the short
story Faulkner published in Scrit - and "The Peasants,"”
the version he wrote for The Hamic® - = especially
en]1ghten1ng w1th regard to the writer's debt- to and
transcendence of southwestern humor of most importance is
the shift in narration from the Suratt/Ret]iff character to .
the third-person omniscient narnator. In-"Spogted quses,"
the Mississippi dialect of Suratt/Ratiiff creates a
recognizabie comic tone made up pargly of unusual similes,
understatement, and e}aggeration. In fact, Watkins and
_Young{ in their artic]e'on the stylistic changes between the
short story and the novel, wonder why.FaulKneb changed
centain striking and vivid-details when ne came to write
"The‘Peasents."'Commenting on theichange from "that ere
Texas man’'s boot heels [were] like a couple of walnuts on

 two stninge“ ("Spotted Horses," 168) to "a Kaleidoscope of

inextricable and ineredible violence on the periphery of

o
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which the metal clasps of the Texan' s suspenders sun-gliﬁted'
in ceaééless‘orbit, with terrific slowne§s across the lot’l";'1
(The Hamlet, 329}, they argue that “Al1l1 the native vividness
is lost, and one must wonder why Faulkner thought [the
Latinate words] as appropriate as Ratliff’s speech"(330). At
the end of their article, Watkins and Young conclude that
"[Fadlknep]‘has‘found no édequate:vehicle [fn the novel]

) which enables him to portray the local and the individual as
ig& vividly as he does in the short stories and at the same time
to suggest his created pattern.of meaning liké that in the

novel” {336). | |
To begin to address Watkins’ and Young's concerns,’a
| N'br'iei‘ discussion of the style of the frontiervta]e is in
order. Often, this style is uséd to describe a violent world
in which wild animals, ndturalbdisastérs, or‘uncbuth,
unscfu;ulous”men threaten the civilization and indeed the
liQés of frontier sétt]ers. However, the language used to
describe this world rérely matches it. The frbntier
incidents are’desdribed’either in the learned, Latinate
~prose of an obsepv{ﬁg urbanite or the Kinetic prése of
exaggeration and outragéous,similes of the local raconteur.
For example, Longstreet has his narrator déscribéktﬁe |
‘demonstration by one horse trader of his cohmddity’éffinest
qualities thus:' ) |
‘Make him pace!" Bob commenced twitching the bridle
and Kicking at the same time. These inconsistent
movements obviously (and most naturally)
disconcerted Bullet; for it was impossible for him

to learn, from them, whether he was to proceed or
stand still. He started to trot--and was told that
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Of cour _— Qemcould not imagine the horse’s“backwoods rider

politely telling him tha@ trotting "wouldn’t do." The
polite, elevated style assures us that the na;rator will
relate nothing to offend the finest sensibilities of a
eawing'room gathebing. The style also works, perhaps
unconsciously on’ Longstreet's part to create mock epic
effects by elevat1ng the actwon w1th elegant languagewand by
embuwng the participants w1th gentliemanly qualities.
Neverthe]essh the true v1o]ence bruta11ty, and savagery of
the front1ef Qerla is kept from 1ntrud1ng on the audience.
The same effect arises from the v1v1d exuberant style
of a writer like George Wash1ngton Harris. As Sut Lovingood

relates his yarns, his speech creates g_world so unlike
. ¥

v ¢
rea]ity that, once again, the convention that humor must not

’invo]ve any real pein is, for the most part, adhered to. 12

This style tames the frontier_world by defying natural
physieal laws and endowing its protagonist with either
superhuman ability or tota]Hy unhuman attributes (such as .
boot-heels that become walnuts on the end of a string). As

Howard . r1ght1y notes of the b1cycle pump incident in t?e Ab

Snopes ep1sode (132), t Wc1rcumstances are so far fetched

J’

that we never entertain the notion that the pumped-up horse

might be experiencing pain, nor would we consider banning

11" The Horse Swap " The Norton Anthology of American

L iterature. Ed. Nina Baym et al. 4th ed. 2 vols. New York:
Norton, 1985. 1: .782. T

125ee Howard’'s "Huck Finn in the House of Usher,"” 129, for a
fuller discussion of Harris’ comic style.
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o

,Fqufkner for‘cohdohing cruelﬁy to'énimaTs.

‘HA good example of Faulkner’'s decision to remove the
action of his story from the protective shelter of the comic
style is the .description in "Spot{eleorses"'and "The
Peasants” of the Texan’'s attempt' to prove the unproyéble,
namely that a Texas pony is managéable if dealt wi th -
properly. The "ﬁpotted Horses" accouht is Sresgnted first:

" Then the dust settled again and there they was, that
Texas man and the horse. He had its head twisted o
_clean around like a owl’s head. Its legs was braced
~and it was trembliﬁg like a new bride and groanin
like a saw mill, and him holding its head wrung jﬁ
clean around on its neck so it was snuffing sky.,
"Look it over," he says, with his heels_dug too/éhd
that white pistol sticking duten his pocket and his
neck swoleé up like a spreading adder’s until you
could just tell what he was saying, cussing the
horse and talking to us all at once: "Look him over,
the fiddleheaded son of fourteen fathers. Try him,
buy him; you will get the best--" Then.,it was dll
dust again, and we couldn’t see nothing but spotted
hi and mane, and that ere Texan man’s boot-heels
like a coupte of walnuts on two strings, = - after a

while that two gallon hat come sailing oo ‘ike a
fat)o]d hen crossing a fence. {"Spotted Hui ses,”
169) . - »

Then' the Texan's feet came back t& earth and the
dust blew aside and revealed them, motionless, the
Texan’s sharp heels braced into the ground, one hand
gripping the pony’'s forelock and the other its
nostrils, the long evil muzzle wrung backward over
its scarred shoulder while it breathed in labored
and *hollow groans. . . . "Look him over, boys," the
Texan panted, turning his own suffused face and the
protubérant glare of his eyes toward the fence.
"Look him over quick. Them shoulders and--" He had
relaxed for an instant apparently. The animal’
exploded again; again for an instant 'the Texan was
free of the earth, though he was still talking: :
"--and legs you whoa I‘11 tear your face right look
him over’ quick boys worth fifteen dollars of let me
get.a hold of who' 11 make me a bid whoa you
blare-eyed jack rabbit, whoa!" They were moving
now--a Kaleidoscope O6f inextricable and incrediple
violence on the.periphery of which the metal clasps:

o



23
N ﬁé
of the Texan's suspénders sun-glinted in ceaseless
orbit, with terrific slowness across the lot. Then
the broad clay-colored hat soared deliberately
outward; an instant later the Texan followed it.
(The Hamlet, 288)

" The comically incongruous similes of the first passage
defuse the danger of the situation by defamiliarizing both
the horse and the Texan, so that they become virtual cartoon-
figures. In The Hamlet’ s account, such comic language is
left only to the Texan himself, who backs up his conviction
~that the animals are tameable by confidently addressing them
with epithets that reduce their fierceness, such as
"blare-eyed jack rabbit" and "broom-tailed hay-burning
sidewinders" (272). Faulkner’s lengthy sentences.and
Latinate, polysyllabic nouhs, intensified by some of his
most characteristic adjectives ("motionless," "ceaseless,"

,"térrific," “incredible;" only "myriad" is missing) heighten
the seriousness of the passage and make a truly courageous
hero of the Texan, who dares to grapple hand to hoof with
the violent flux of 1ife and nature. |
‘The elaborate style Faulkner uses to desbbibe the
horses throughout "The Peasants" makes them a complex symbo
and perhaps the best representafibn of the irregistib]e fluk
of existence that the author so often wrote about. Like the

f]oodinblMississippi RiVer in "01d Man," the horses are

_powerfui, terrific, independent, unpredictable, irrational,
violent, déngerous, and virtuélly ungovernable despite the
humans’ best attembts to manage them. Constantly rushing or

moiling, .they are comic riot figures who, as they naTQage'
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Bt

through the domestic cohfines of Mrswytﬁttlejohn's boarding

hoﬁ%e and the soporific peacefulness of the Tull ?ami]y’s

~wagon, chaotica]ly disrupt the order that men and women try

to impose upon life.

Moreover, they are linked in The Hamlet with the moon
and the fertile resumption of life that spring brings with
it. This association is made exp]icitly‘clear by Will
Varner, the patriarch of Frenchman’s Bend who' not oh]y
remarks that the moon "is good for- every growing thing outen
earth" (307), but also comments most positively on his
couhtrymen’s efforts to chase down their elusive purchases:

"They are going to come out even on them things

after all,"” Varner said. "They’ 11 get the money back
in exercise and relaxation. You take a man that aint
. got no other relaxation all year long except dodging
mule-dung up and down a field furrow . . . something

like this is good for him" (308).

As Varner's. observations imply, the horses are also a source

of entertainment and novelty, a fact reinforced by their

'association.with the circus. They sport on their "harlequin

rumps" (273) the motley of clowns, jesters, and "circus
posters" k271) and we are told that one of them severs the
Texan's vest "as a‘trick swordsman severs a_f]oating veii
with one stroke" (273), a simile which'captures well the
quickness, spectacle, and potential deadliness they embbdy.
Nevertheless; the horses are irresistible to the
Yoknapatawpha men. Féulkner endows the ponies with .
supernatural grace, speed, beauty, endurance, and even an

eerie silence (broken only by the mehacing-pisto] shots. of

‘their hooves), attributes that are compelling to the
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enthralled .farmers and ploughmen:

51ngly or in pairs: [the horses] rushed, fluid,
phantom and unceasing . . ." (276)

One of the animals emerged [from the-group]. It

seemed not to gallop but to flow, bodiless, without

dimension." (226)
Their infectious appeal is even described at one pqint as
"contagion" (274). As'such, ;hey are no longer comic préps.
but rather all that the Yoknaﬁatawpha men aspire to be, or
at least to évercome and tame. As Faulkne; said when asked
about the spotted horses, "they symbolized hope, the
aspiration of the masculine part of society thé) is capable

o
of doing, of committing puerile folly for some gewgaw that

has drawn him." 13 /;;)

As Faulkner’s statement suggests, the horses do serve
~important comic functions in the story. As the Texan
attempts to convince his prospective buyers to bid on his
merchandise (more than once risking life and limb in the
attemptf, tﬁe horses -become the‘focus of the traditional
comic incongruities between illusion-and reality, truth and
falsehood, word and fact, idealism and common sense. Much of
the humor in "The Peasants” depends on this unbridgeable
gu]f between what the Texan says about the horse- = what
their behavior shows to be true. They are the ul!
chal lenge tgethe smooth-talking southwestern hor -

r

whose. statu is substantia]]y based on his abi 7

the unswapable. His efforts to pull the wool over

13Faulkner in the University, 66.

-
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Yoknapatawphans' eyes énd their réaction produce'much éf thé
story’' s humor. On one hand, we laugh at the witty retorts of
the unconvinced. After one horse severs the Texan's vest as
he attempts to demonstrate its doci]it%\\guick pretends to
go along with the depeption, but then explaées the iilusion (N
with a comically valid concern: "‘Sho now, [he agrees.] 'But
suppose a man dont happen to own a vest’" (273). On the
other hand, we laugh at the‘gﬁgurdity of those
Yoknapatawphans who;cannot resist the horses’ lure despite
the chaos and damaée they cause. A comic high point is
reached in the story when Eck Snopes and his young son Wall
come up on the Tulls’ overturned wagon: "while the five
women shrieked above Tull’s unconscious body, Eck and the
little boy came up, trotting, Eck still carrying his"fope.°
He was panting. 'Which way’'d he go?’ he said” (304).

This small scene of Eck and his son pursuing their
foolhardy quest in the face of the Tull women’'s outcries
over their stricken father and husband is emblematic of
Eauﬁknerfs larger concerns in the story, and of his
expertise in conveying them. To begin with, the boy Wall
plays an importaht s?mbo]fc role in the story, a role that
Faulkner expanded when he progressed from the published
short story to the novel. Wall represents both the men’s
"puerile folly" in desiring the horses and‘their
vulnerability in going after them. As his father rebukes the
boy for repeatedly slipping into thgvenclosure to get a

better 160k at the horses, one of the other men rightly
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advises Eck, "' 1f you're going to whip him, you better whip
the rest of us too and then one of us can frail hell out of

trn

you (283). Wall also functions to convey the respect and
admiration tHe men deservedly have for the Texan. Faulkner
expresses this reverence by having the boy repeatedly fetch
the Texan boxes of ginger snaps, themselves indicators of
the Texan’s unflappable demeanor and surplus wealth.
Finally, being a boy, Wall Snopes embodies the future of
Yoknapatawphan masculinity and the perpetuity of its folly
and exubé}ance. The Texan’'s act of'passing the ginger snaps
on tOQWal1 after watchiné Flem take the Armstids’ last five
dollars signals not only h¥s renunciation of luery out of
sympathy for the impovqrishment and humiliation of Mrs.
Armstid, but also the inevitibility of thé same folly and
suffering occurring again in Wall's generation.

The Armstids themselves play a central part in the
elegiac aspect of "The Peasants." As other horse swap tales
and even as the first half of Faulkner’'s spotted horses
story make clear, the traditional pastime of ;Frse-trading
is essentially a game. There are no real loseré\in the

practice, except that a participant might suffer a blow to

his pride or exchange a mardginally valuable commodity for a

worthless one. As long as one risks what has value only as a

game piece (such as Beasley's horse, but not Mrs. Snopes’
separator), horse-thading remains purely safe and purely
comic -- no one really gets hurt. For example, in "The

Peasants” Faulkner grants comic immunity to all those
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characters, including the Texan, who participage in the
auction and the travelling s with a truly sportsmanlike
detachment and flexibility, evéh‘to the point of allowing
the most physically vulnerable player, Wall, to escape
unsgathed when the horses explode out ofltheir stable in a
scene that finds its way only int? The Hamlet's version of
the story: . —~—

"Hell fire," ®ne of [the men trying to feed the
horses] said. "Jump!” he shouted. The three turned

and ran frantically for the wagon, Eck last. Several .
voices from the fence were now shouting something \
but Eck did not. even hear them until, in the act of
scrambling madly at the tail gate, he looked behind

him and saw the little boy still leaning to the
knot-hole in the door which in the next instant
vanished into matchwood, the knot-hole itself

exploding from his eye and leaving him, motionless

in the diminutive overalls and still lean1ng forward

a little until he vanished utterly beneath the

towering parti-colored wave full of feet and glaring
eyes and wilkd. teeth which, overtopping, burst into
scattering un1ts, reveal1ng at last the gaping

orifice and the little boy still standing in it,
unscathed, his eye still leaned to the vanished knot
hole. (283) '

b

When Fd%lkner introduces Henry ‘Armstid to the scene,

however , he E?1ngs in a character whose inflexibility and

econopfic vulnerabﬁli%y would normally bar him from the game,
but lwhose fierce pride and prolonged deprivation compels hi@
want to take part. Henry Armstid is one of Faulkner’'s

' many characters who, driven to insanity by economic
hardship, madly pretend that they are no different f;ém
their prosperous neighbors. They insist dn their right to
behave like normal people with a violence that intimidates
those around them into permitting it. Thus, Henry insisté

that the five dollars he has taken from his wife's meager
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tspvings qualifies him to paf@)cipate in the auction in order
E Lo ' /
to maintain the appearance that his family is no poorer than

any other. In the plight of Henry Armstid, Faulkner presents

a deadly serious variation on the old horse swap motif of
trying to prove the unprovable.
With the introduction of women to the situation,

particularly Mrs. Armstid and Mrs. Littlejohn, Faulkner

continues a trend he started in "The Sogring of Ab Snopes”

-’“;5kijer in the novel. Like Mrs. Snopes, Mrs. Littlejohn is

I

all too plainly aware of the potential for suffering and
injury inherent in horse-trading, especially given the fact
. BN

that the Yoknapatawphan men are not the Pat Stampers they
aspire to be. One of the most significant changes Faulkner
made to "Spotted Horses" when he wrote The Hamlet, along
with the introduction of the serious prose style to expréss
the sinister beauqy of the horses, was the insertion to the
scenes describing the horses’ stunts in the corral (and the
men’ s fascination with them) of the contrapuntal
descriptions of Mrs. Littlejohn looking on as she tends to
her domestic duties as proprietress of the boarding house.
In the mipst of the account of the Texan’s attempts to
subdue one of the horses, for instance, Faulkner cuts away
from the action to show Mrs. Littlejohn's perspective:

. the Texan’'s sharp heels braced into the ,
ground; one hand gripping the pony’s forelock and

the other its nostrils. . . . Mrs. Littlejohn was in
the yard again. No one had seen her emerge this
' . She carried an armload of €lothing and a

tal-ridged washboard and she was standing

motionless at the Kitchen steps, looking into the
lot. Then she moved across the yard, still looking

<

of
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into the lot, and dumped the garments into the tub,
still looking into the lot. (288)

Similar focus on Mrs. Littlejohn' s concerned watchfulness is
alwaye-made when the action in the corral grows especially
violent and dangerous. Mrs. Littlejohn, 1tke many of
Faulkner's women, represents common sense and the concern

¢

foolha}dy, men lack. Valuing attributes antithetical to

for safety and well-being that the aspirant, but often
those admired by the men they love, stability, domesticity,
practicality, reason, women like Mrs. Armstid and Mrs.
Littlejobn eventually become the chief losers in the men's
doomed efforts to rise above the tedium and humiliation that
the deteriorated South &6ffers them.

This sad fact is painfully expressed by Faulkner in the
image of Mrs. Armstid waiting in the family’'s wagon for her
husband’ s inevitable demise té happen:

The husband, Henry, stood beside the post on which
the Texan sat. The wife '4had gone 'back to the
wagon, where she sat gray in the gray garment, (/
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\th
~ wagon until he should be ready to ?o on again,\\\\
patient, insensate, timeless. (293
Faulkner’'s description of Mrs. Armstid’'s reaction to Flem's
[ ]
inhumanly callous and inadequate offer of five cents’ worth
,Ld\ggndy'as compensation for the five dollars he has taken

from her is equally distant from the painiess conjic universe

of traditional southwestern humor:

'4In "Spotted Horses" Faulkner calls the two characters
"Henry" and "Mrs. Armstid." By calling them "the husband”
and "the wife," he has universalized the scene.
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"“You’'re right Kind," she said. . . . "1 reckon |

better get on and help with dinner,” she said. She ¢

descended the steps, though as soon as she reached

the level earth and began to retreat, the gray folds

of the garment once more lost all inference and

intimation of locomotion, so that she-geemed to

progress without motion like a figure oh-a

retreating and diminishing float; a gray and blasted

tree trunk moving, somehow intact and upright, upon

an unhurried flood. (317)
The epitome of the ‘Faulknerian patient Griselda, Mrs.
Armstid is broken, fadedg almost lifeless, yet enduring. As
her figure diminishes into the "ultimate dust" Faulkner
mentions often in the novel’'s version of the story (275, for
example), she is an even more universally pathetic figure

than was Ab or Vynie Snopes earlier in the novel.

s

;f///' The chief cause of Mrs. Armstid’s grief and humiliatioh

is not, however, the édction of the spotted honges or even
her inflexibly proud husband, but Flem Snopes. Flem has
altered the rules of horse-trading and, in doing so, its
spirit, withgthe|fesult that his rise to prominence signals
vthe end of an era in Yoknapatawpha community life. First,

4 Flem removes h}mself from overt involvement in the trading
process by hiring a front man, the Texan, to do his talking
for him. Second, Flem trades for cqsh. Consquently, he knows
exactly what he 15 getting in ?xchgqge for his goods, in
contrast to traditional contest;wfﬁwbhich half of the
trader’'s skill lay in his ability to convince a skeptical
opponent that what he was putting up for trade had some
value. Since the Yoknapatawphans are giving up cash, a known

quantity, this creative aspect of the conventional swap has
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been eliminated. Finally; Flem unscrupulously, in direct o
'contrast to the Texan;‘who belongs to the old school of |
horse-trading, aTlows anyone with cash to participate, even
if, as.in Henry Armstid’s case, true sufferingrand
deprivation result. Whereas Pat Stamperkend Jim had wdn_OUt
with superhuman trading skill in'"The Souring of Ab Snopes,"
Flem succeeds by means of monstrous heart]essnessa The
'element of game and true sport has been removed

- As Ratliff laments to his fr1end Odum Bookwright at the
end of the Spottedﬂhorses episode in "The Peasants,” heJ 
Rat]1ff "waén’twevenlorofecting a people from a Snopes
(He] was protectlng someth1ng that dont want noth1ng but to
walk and feel the sun and wouldn’ t know how to hurt no man
even if it could,“ the ‘sociable, humorous,hand human,‘

PRl

' spectacle of the southwestern horse swap (321).
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" attention ! although by no means have these effeg been
s

L) N

- II. Anse Bundren and Vernon Tull: Comic Hypocrisy and Comic

SN Spirit in As I Lay‘Dying. ) |
Perhgps,no other work in literature can match As I Lay Dying
for the range and variety of its humor. Faulkner manages to
incorporate in his "tour de force" flements of comic irony,
b]ack‘humor, classical comedy, ritupl comedy, physical

humor, satire, and southwestern folk humor. Accordingly, the

novel’s comic effects have drawn a fair amount of critical

fully described or explained in the crit;ca1 dis sibns of
As I Lay Dying' s comedy. One area that has drawn some
attention, particularly from Patricia Schroeder, 'is the
comic nature of Anse Buhdren. She,ﬁand Robert Kirk‘befQPe
her, leee Anse as As I Lay Dying's comic hero, a

twentieth-century version of the shrewd, rksi]ient

kprotagonist of southwestern humor. I intend to show that, on

the contrary, AnSe_is at best,av9i1laiqoys_parody of the

frontier trickster.'One area thét has not received attention

-is the sustaining folk wit that infuses the épeech and

thought of the poor white farmers of Yoknapatawpha County -
who witness. and remark upon the oufrageoUs exploits of the”

Bundren family - mbers in their quest to bury Addie

' kor two specitic discussions of the comedy in As I Lay
Dying , see Patricia R. Schroeder, "The Comic World of As I
Lay Dying." Faulkner:and Humor: Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha,
1984. Ed. Doreen Fowler and Ann J. Abadie. Jackson and
London: Univ. Press of Mississippi, 1986. 34-46; and Fred
Mi1ler Robinson’s chapter on the novel 4n The Comedy of
Language: Studies in Modern Comic theﬁgtune. Amherst: Univ,
of Massachusetts Press, 1980.

2 "Faulkner'’s Anse Bundren." Geongla Review 19 (Winter
1965): 446-52.
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Bundren’s frbublesome corpse. This wit is particularly
| evident in the sectiona narrated by Vernon Tull, the
Bundrens}‘heipful, resilient neighbor, who, I will argue,
embodies the trué comic spirit to be found not only in As I
Lay Dying, but in all of Faulkner’s comic works.

_ It will be helpful to begin;withla'general summary and
d1scuss1on of the d1fferent K1nds of comedy As I Lay Dying

_exh1b1ts. One basic source of the novel s humor, as M1chael

Millgate has observed in The Achievement of William Faulkner‘

(London: Constable, 1966), is "the frequency with which
characters are qompletely'mistaken in their jydgments of
each other, and of themselves" (106). Cora Tull's estimation
of Jewel (the illegitimate son of Addie and Reverend"

‘Whitfield), for example, as a "Bundren through and through,

\Sy/zipving nobody , caningkfor nothing excépt how to get

sohething,with'the least amount of worK" 3 is utterly wrong
SN ) .

~and reminisceat ofafhe sort of unfounaed and ridiculous

- opinions that Mrs. Bennet bold]y asserts in Pride and
, . .
Prejudice. v PRI g

‘Such irony is an inevitable resu]t of Faulkner’s use of

multiple narration and has 1ed more than one critic to view

the novel as an "absurd Joke,‘ ‘a pos1t1on tenable only if,

like Mrs. Bq@net’s cy, ica1 husband the reader maintains a

cool detachment from the noveﬂ s act1on and characters It

3 As I Lay Dying in William Fau7kner Novels 1930 - 1935.

Ed. Joseph Blotner and Noel Polk. New York: The Library of

America, 1985. 15. A1l further references to this book

appear in the_texts

4 Edmund Volpe, A Reader’s Guide to Wllilam Faulkner. New
York: Noonday Press, 1964. 126. . - ,

N\
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is true that the characters’ motives and assumptions are
often as inconsistent and erroneoUs‘as thgzr actions are
bizarre,AbUt it is a'mistaké fo believe, as Edmund Volﬁe
apparently does, that the reader "remains detached because -
the fifty-nine short interior monologués tﬁat are used to
tell the story permit [the reader] to 1dent1fy w1th no '
single character . . ." (127). On the contrary, prec1se1y
because Faulkner allows the reader, by means of;thg

mono logues,, tovunderstand reasonably we]i fhe concernsCéhd
motivations of many characters, sympathy with those
characters who often seem the most aBsurd is poignantly
evoked. One glimpse into Vardaman's troubled consciousness,
for example; is enough to preclude any humbrous heacfion'one
might have }d the Tow comedy of the boy's seeminéiy'end]ess
attemptsvt&\drive the vultures from the vicinity of Addie’s
coffih As Qenri Bergson notes in g ‘treatise'dn comedy,
laughter “has no gregter foe thé‘otional involvement. %
Therefore, any 1ron1eal%y comic effects arising from a
characéer s m1sconcept{ons, which the reader perceives from
a god-like vantage point, are offset by the pityAand
compassion attendant upon the direct, sympathetic
involvement in the character’'s turmoil that that Same

god-1ike omniscience prd@ides. We see too far into the

hearts of most characters to dismiss them as merely absurd.

5 Laughter: An Essay on the Meanrng of the Comic. Trans.
Cloudsley Brereton and Fred Rothwell. London: Macmillan,
1911, 4.
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Similarly conflicting feelings result from the

grotesque humor in As I‘Lay Dying. This comedy, containing

- some element of pain, death, and even.mutilation, centers on

Addie’s decomposing corpse, Cash’s bro&en leg, and the-

. treatment that both receive at the hands of the Bundren ,

family. In most cases, the humor arises from the incongruity -

betwéen.the utter grotesqueness of an act and the
characters’ familiar, unsurprised attitudes toward it, Olga
Vickery describes this aspect of the black humor in As I Lay
Dying best: |
L J .
This intermingling of humor and horror, which is
-part of the very texture of As~I Lay Dying, issues
out of the Bundren’s conviction that their actions .
are eminently reasonable and out of the spectators’
[and reader’s] conviction that the Bundrens and
their coffin have long since passed beyond the realm “
of reason, lagic, or even common sense. 5 ,
Althoughdthe grotesque subject matter is repulsive, the
manner in which Faulknér conveys it overrides the horror

with humor. Often in the novel, the unprepared reader is . B

ambushed by a particuiér]y unusual act and an accompahying

attitude of nonchalance. The first encounter with black
humor in the_novel, Cash’s unconventional expresgﬁon of love
for his dying mother and her QpproVal of it, hinges on this
technique of shocking the unsuspecting reader. In thé
opening section, .the narrator Darl first tells us that he
hears Cash’s saw; then Darl describes\ggsh standiﬁg in a
"litter of chips . . ; fittihg two board;\Tégefher" (3),
followihg thatwfirst with praise for Cash a; "a good

6 The Novels of William Faulkner. Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State UP, 1964. 65. ' :
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carpenter” {3), and then with the vague description of
Cash’'s projecf as a "box" (3). Finally, we are fold in a
surprising qualifying phrase preceded by a seemingly
innocent main clause, that "Addie Bun@ren cquld not wanf a
better one, a better box to lie in" (4}, The oddity of
Darl’'s unsurpr1sed assumpt1oﬁ“of the good sense of Cash’s
behav1or and his calm assertion that tpe dead Addie will
ga1n conf1d?nce and comfort" (4) from her owh coffin also

contribute to the black humor of the passage. The baffled

reader is left at the end of the section with no further
=

"explanation, only the comparative reticence of the "Chuck.

Chuck. Chuck." of Cash’s adze, a“réjnforcement'of his

perserverance in fi@ﬂghing his unusual project. This

- Kafkaesque humor, in which the casual assumptions about ©
bizarre occurrences conflict with the reader?g\éxpectations

of how the characters ought to react, recurs throughout As I

Lay Dying, as, for example, when Darl draws Vardaman aside
to hear Addie’s corpse "ta]kingk (144) as it decomposeé, |
The grotesque humor i the nbve] is really only one
manifestation of a larger fomic pattern. This pattern is
based on'a given character’s excessive adherence to an idea
or a mode of behavior in the face of increasingly .
overwhe Ilming eQidence that the idea or behavior utterly
flouts either common sense or tradjtiona]ly accepted norms
of conduct. Panthea R?id Broughton ‘describes this
quintessentially Faulknérian phenomenon as LBecoming

Imperv{ous to Actuality,"” (41) a phrase she?uses as a
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chapter subtitle in her enlightening book, William Faulkner:
The Abstract dnd the Actual. 7 Fred Miller Robinson, in
pérhaps the best essay’written on the comedy in As I Lay
Dying, discusses the same motif, calling it the "dissolving
of form" (57), and cites Cora Tull, who persistent]y dwells
on the banal facts of egg economy at the bedside of her
dying neighbor, as an example of a character who adheres to
an idea no matter how inappropriate it is to present
cichmstances. " ;

Cash Bundrgn is perh;pivthe best example of a chaha;ter
who becomes impervious to}rea]ity in tenaciously pursuing a
fixed iaea. When confrohted with the incontestablé fact of
the pain involved in the removal of the cement cast (and the
flesh adhering to it) from his leg, and with Peabody’s
vehement prohibition, "'Don’t you lie there and try to tell
me yBu rode six days on a wagon without springs, with a
broken leg and it never bothered you,’" Cash 1aconica1]y
responds, "'It never Botheréd me‘ﬁgch'" (162). This gross
underétatement of the‘physiéa] truth of the situation (made
evidé%t by Peabody's observation that "sweat big as marbles”
[162] stood on Cash’'s forehead) draws attention to a central
concern\paésented by Faulkner in As I Lay Dyfng: at what "
- point -does endurahce, persistence} and courage become
obisssiGE_and unreésonable foo]hardiness?'ls Cash merely an

obtuse, backwoods yokel, a subhumanly passive sufferer, who

blindly acé%pts'his'ignorant familY's downhome horse

"Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1974.
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doctoring? Not at all. As evidence from the text shows, he ’

has an unusual capacity for alleviating the suffering of

others through his own suffering. When Je becomes unable

to perform his share of the work on the farm pecause of his
nightly efforts to raise money to buy a horse, Cash assumes
Jewel’'s workload without a word of complaint, self-pity, or
self-congratulation. With respect to the treatment his leg
receives at the hands of Anse, Darl, and Jewel, Cash
responds by absolving them of any blame; he tells Peabody,
"'They just aimed to ease.hit some’' " (162). Cash’s heroic
. toleranca~ané/his‘unse1fish quiet sacrifices for others are
almost Christ-like (Cash too is a carpenter) and place h1P
on a par with Faulkner s most famous selfless character,
Dilsey. Neverthe1ess, unlike Dilsey’'s situation, humor
informs Cash’s predicament and coﬁf;ibutes to the reader’s
astonishedlwonder in fulfillment of the novel’s essentially
comic purpose, as Patricia Schroeder defines it, "to
celebrate the indefatigable in man" (34).
In her recent essay, "The Comic World of As I Lay
Dying," Schroeder assertsﬁthaf there are distinct paraliels
betwean tﬁe'comedy‘in Faulkner’s ndVel and classical comedy,
which, she explglps,
celebrates soﬁmun1ty survival, applauds the status
quo, and affirms life in the. face of death.
The action of classical comedy concerns the
incorporation of the comic hero into his society at
large. Mov1ng from one social center to another, the
hero . ... 'overcomes obstacles to win his heroine
and so JOlh the community.(35)

Schroeder sees Anse as the "comic hero" of As I Lay Dying

',:';/

)



(35), fulf{lling hi§ quest to bury Addie and to secure
another wife by overcoming obstacles and expelling the
pharmakos Dar1, "a.scapegoat for the forces of dissension
within the society" (35). SchroeMer observes parallels
between Anse and classical comedy and.between Anse and
southwestern folk humor, in which a clever trickster
protagonist, disguising his shrewdness in ineptitude, dupes
unwitting fools.

There are too many problems with Schroeder’s argument,
however, for it to be‘Eonvincing. Anse’s climactic marriage
to the "duck-shaped woman" (177) is, at best, a hollow and
ironic parody of the classical comedy exhibited by, say, As
You Like It, in which the new social order triumphs over
those members of the established order unwilling to
relinquish.their authority to the young protagonists. Anse
is no Orlando, nor is Darl the usurpiﬁg "dissension within
society," Frederick. On the contrary, Darl is an agent
(albeit an imperfect one), of truth in As I Lay Dying. He is
right both early in the novel in wanting to correct Jewel's
vehement conviction that Addie is not going to die, and late
in the novel in trying.to bring to an end the absurdity of
Carrying on to Jefferson under the false pretense of
fu]?illing Addie’s rgvengeful wish. Darl goes wrong, becomes
a:tisocia11¢;[ﬂyhin the_means he uses.to achieve his ends:
he cruei]y taunt‘s‘JeWel ("Jewel, I say, she is dead, Jewel.

Addie Bundren is dead"[35]) and tries to burn down

Gillespie’s barn. Only in this respect could Darl be



described as the pharmakos.

Schroeder’s asse?fion that Anse is the "comic hero"
because of his affinjties with the protagonists of
southwestern folk tales is equally flawed. The southwestern
hero (such as the V{fginian), like the heroes of classical
comedy, is a champion of common sense and unsCBooled
intelligence’ who usually plays a trick on an educated but
gullible easterﬁer. He shows up folly and pretentiousness,
and, in doing.so, promotes common sense and equality. The
foolish person who, for instance, swallows the exaggerations
of the tall tale deserves torrection. Anse performs no such
,comic function. He is an embodimgnt of the worst Kind ;f
humor'in%which an innocent and vulnerable person is

AN
victimized by the trickster rather than shown to be too

‘.

gullible or too impractical by means of painless mirth. Anse ,

- -

resembles more the characters in Chaucer’'s "Reeve's Tgle,"
whose "comic" exploits rely on violence, viciousness, theft,
and rape more than on wit aéd ingenuity. This "humor" finds
its way into As I Lay Dying in the person of the
unscrupulous drugstdre clerk MacGowan, whése "duping” df
Dewey Dell is nothing less than sickening. Schroeder’s
gontention that "Anse genially manipulates the members of
‘his family and his rural society, and functions as a rather
mild but nonetheless effective scourge of fools" (38,
emphasis added) betrays heartlessness worthy of Ante
himself. Anse4s appropriation of Jewel’s horse, Cash’'s

saVihgs{ and Dewey Dell’s ten dollars is hardly "mild" or

A
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corrective. In fact, Anse is the embodiment of antisocial
behavior, of the anti-comic, a perversion of folk wit and
intelligence who operates only under the gui?e of the /
socially conscious comic hero. Cleanth Brooks’' appraisal of
Ansg captures this perversfty well, and still remains the\\w-

truest evaluation of his character: . one of Faulkner's
most accomplished villains. . . . He represents a force
probably necessary to the survival of the human animal
though it is terrifying when seen in such simple purity." 8
The many appearances Anse attempts to maintain
thrbughout the novel are illuminating with respect to the
comedy of As I Lay Dying. Anse is a hypocrite, and as
" Moliere wrote in 1667, “all lying, disguise, cheating,
dissimulation, all outward show different from reality, all
contradiction between actions that proceed from a single
sourée'./. . is in essence comic." -Although Moliere's
observation is an overstaiement, Anse’ s hypocrisy often does
make him the butt of laughter rather than the "comic hero,”
and rivals Martin Chuzzlewit’'s Mr. Pecksniff in its
extensiveness. He pretends, for instance, to be‘a loving
husband and a man of his word dutiful to his wife's dying
wish: "'I promised my word me and the boys wéyldvget her
there quick as mules could walk it, so she coﬁldvrest
quiet’" (13); he preten&s to be considerate: "'I wouldn’'t
upset her for the living world'" (13); he pretends to be
d{S{Eacted with grief: "Seems like I cant get my mind on

s William Faulkner: The Yoknapatawpha Country. New Haven and
London: Yale UP, 1963. 154-155.
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nothing" (22)K\h§/pﬁétends to be a diligent prpvider for his

family: "'1 always is fed me and mine and Kept a roof above

¥
"

us" (24); he even pretends to’be hospitable, chastising
Addie for wanting Peabody to leave her alone: "' Now Addié.
. when he come all the way from Jefferson to get you
well’" (31). Above all, Anse presents himself as a sort of
model of Christian behavior, a long-suffering, ill-used,
luckless, but unbegrudging, patient, and humbly pious Job:
"I am not religious, I reckon. But peace is in my heart: 1
know it is. 1 h;ve done things but neither better nor wdrse
than them that pretend otherlike, and I know that 0ld
Marster will care for me as for ere a sparrow that falls”
(25-26). At times, Anse’s deference to‘God becomes a
convenient cover for his desire to evade responsibility:
"God’s will be done. . . . Now I can get them teeth" (35).
Anse maintains these carefully nurtured (but, to Darl and to
the reader, transparent) appearances even in his monologues.
Apparently, Darl’s speculation about his father’'s claim that
sweat will Kill him, "1 suppose he believes it” (12),
applies equally well to Anse’s hypocritical posturing in
general. |
Of course, behind these frohts, Anse is unscrupulous,
selfish, and manipulative. He is an ingenious con artist,
often using the ploy of verbal denial to play on his
victim’s generosity and sense of Christian duty, as when he
tries to coax Vernon Tull to lend him a mule: "' I aint

asking it of you, . . . I can always do for me and mine. I
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aint asking you to risk your mule. It aint your dead; I am
not blaming you'" (80). Similarly, Anse drops a pious hint
to Vernon about helping with the completion of the coffin
when he tells Cash,/ﬁ’fhere is Christians enough to help
you’"(§4). Apparehgly, those Christians do not include Anse
himself, who stands idly by as the coffin is being built.
Another trick is evident here. Anse often verbally effaces
himself from é?tuations in ‘which either the Bundren family
or he himse}f requires help. The stress in the example above
is placed oa Vernon helping Cash rather than Anse, although
Anse is as eager to have the coffin finished (in order to
set out to purchase "them teeth") as Cash is. In the same
way, Anse more than once forces his sons to appear to make
his decisions for him, thUs"absQ]ving himself from any blame
if a decision does not turn out to best advantage. In the
opéning sections, Anse wants both‘the three dollars his
sons’ work will bring in and the appearance of being ready
to fulfill Addie’'s wish-at the first opportunity: a goal he
achieves by having Darl1 and Jewel make on their own the
decision to set out, with only the least amount of coaxing
from their father. Significantly, when Darl and Jewel are
delayéd by the storm, Anse’s response is "’'Durn them boy#F"
(33, emphasis added). 'ﬁg’
Just as the epitome of Anse;zmhypocrisy is the fact
that he Keeps up appearances even in his monologues, so is

the epitome of his antisocial, anti-comic nature his refrain

that he will "be beholden” (75) to no man. Typically, Anse
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is operating under the guise q‘lthe self-reliant,
considerate Christian who would rarely impose his or her own
needs on a stranger, especially in a family matter. This
attitude is sincerely held by Cash and by Jewel, although in
the latter’'s case the self-reliance is a manifestation of
fierce, irascible pride, not of Christian consideration.
Nevertheless, Anse essentally does refuse to be beholden to:
his fellow man. He has neither emotional ties nor
fellow-feeling for anyone, but uses his neighbors and family
only to facilitate his own selfish ends. As such, Anse may

be viewed as the p

“iitype for Flem Snopes, the symbol of

Ty

w$ ;k twentieth-century man in The Hamlet.

Like Flem, Anse ré€

heartlessly acquj
PErts a potent but soulless and
perverted caricature of the frontier comic spirit.

The antitheses of Anse Bundren, the truly comic figures
in As I Lay Dying are the poor white farmers of
Yoknapatawpha County, who display true community and true
comic spirit. They have been called the novel’'s "chorus," 9
touchstones of common sense who underscore the
outrageoqsness of the Bundren’'s quest; however. they play a
- more impotant role than that, as one critic, Fred Miller
Robinson, has partly shown. Robinson’s essay on the comedy
of language in As I Lay Dying convincingly argues the tHesis
that in the novel,

[Faulkner] is constantly observing "forms" of all

Kinds dissolved: objective forms like trees and
bridges, and forms constructed by the mind, whether

8 Andre Bleikasten, Faulkner’s As 1 Lay Dying. Revised
edition. Trans. Roger Little. Bloomington: Indiana UP. 54.
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promises made, duties imagined, or words shaped, the
forms that mental and Vverbal-life take. . . . EN
‘[Faulkner expresses] their dissolution as comic :
irony, .showing how etiolated forms are when compared .
‘'to th( xhuberant, chaotic reality that bears them ’
away’. o ‘ ‘ ' -

Robinson also argues that, paradoxicall&, As I Lay'Dyﬁng
| expreéses "the joy of shaping [forms] in the face of“
disso]ution" (56); he asserts that “the. shaping of fofm is
celebrated in As I Lay'DYing juét as it is revealed as
illusory . . . " (56) .

In proving his thesis, Robinson presents Vernon Tull as

«

an example of a character whose*shaping of . form is
celebrated, and“ca11$ attention to an everlooked passage

from one of Tull's monologues:
" When 1 looked back at my mule it was like he was one

of these here spy-glasses and I could look at him
standing there and see all the broad land and my

house sweated out of it like it was the more the

sweat, the broader the land; the more the sweat, the
tighter the house because it would take a tight

house for Cora, to hdld Cora like a jar of milk in

the spring: you've got to have a tight jar or you'1ll
need a powerful spring [whose cold, fast-flowing - b
water will help to keep the milk from souringl, so

if you have a big spring, why then you have. the

incentive to have tight, wellmage jars, because it . &
is .your milk sour or not, because you would:rather - o
have milk that will sour than to have milk that P .
‘wont, because you are a man.(91) . '

In thisipassage, Robingon argues, "What Tull does %é‘,_i
celebrate; ]Yrica11yh;the creation 6fﬁf0rms that are a - _g;?; ET

function of the strength of reality to disso]vé?}ﬁem, pry

them open, ruin them. Tull's jarsfare tight and'We]]-made
because they are so threatened" (74). Robinson’s explicafiogw~

of the passage is insightful. This igthe®rue comic spirit o

in Fau}kner, the ceiebratidn~of theAThdéfatigable person who °

L
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‘ ) o ' CD .
stands up against Circumstance, endures it, and onca in a '

while prevails over it. ‘ ‘\\ ‘

An 1mportant aspect of this comic tr4umph, part1cularly~
in Tull's case, ls‘that the ach1evemeqt is spontaneous and
Unselfconscio%s; catcﬁing.him as huch by surprise as any -
observer,_including the reader. In his account of he]p{ng
Vardaman to cross the bridge, Tull describes only the start
of theip cfossing and his‘feelings once they have completed
the cfcssing. Characteristically, Vernon expresees surprise
and wonder at his own courage:’

It was like when we was across, up out of the water
again and the hard earth under us, that | was
surprised. It'was like we hadn’t expected the bridge:
~ to end on the other bank, on something like the hard
earth again that we had tromped on.before this. time
-and knowed.well. Like it couldn’t be me here,
'because I'd have had better sense than’ to do what I
‘just done., And when I looked back and saw the other
bank and saw my mule standing there where [ used to
be and knew I1'd have to get back there someway, I
'‘knew it couldn’t be, because I just couldn’t think
of anything that cou]d make me cross that bridge
ever even once. Yet here I was, and the fellow that
could make himself cross it twice couldn’t be me,
not even if Cora told him to. (90 91)

‘ﬁixTnue to his character, Tull gives'all the credit for the

feat tos Vardaman and humbly neglects to cred1t fully his own

SP . 3

: compass1on for the boy, which is the real source of;Tull S

";~courag$. ‘It was that boy" (91), Tull asserts. In fact,

Vernon is the only character, apart perhaps from_Dewey Dell,
who feels any real pity for Vardaﬁan or who attempts to help
him. When Peabody expressee a wish to Know just where

Vardamanvwas when his hqrsee bolted, Vernon_dec]aree (hat‘he

wi]l make up for any damage the boy might have caused tolﬁbe

vy ”
o

| : L e
. Ty T cest
' L’}'_g‘, ' ’.‘)_v‘
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wagon: "'1f it's broke anywhere, I'11 fix it’" (55).

Tull’ s language ié-as remarkable as his compassion angd

understated cgyrage.'This language, a form of the

Y . Do . )
‘Mississippi dialect,for which Faulkner had a virtuoso's ear,

etands in direct contrast to the dead, "no good" words Addie

speaks”of in her monologue (115) . Tull’'s speech is rich in

coinages, fresh similes, and figures of speech, as he

strives to express in words the remarkable incidents he

finds himself involved in, especially the river crossing:

Vernon’ s description of the search‘Fér Cash’'s tools is

another. excellent eXamp]e:of his descriptive style:

Fe

o
s

-a

"You ought to let’ them taken your mule," [Anse]
says,and the bridge shaking and swaying under us,
going down into the moiling water like it went clean
through to the other side of the earth, and the
other end coming up outen the water like it wasn’t
the same bridge a-tall and that them that would walk
up outen the water on that side must come from the
bottom of the earth. But it was still whole; you ‘
could tell that by the way when this end swagged, it
didn’t look like the other end swagged at all: just
like the other trees and the bank yonder were.
swinging back and forth slow like on a big clock.

Y 90)

We could watch the rope cutting dghn into the water,
and we could feel the weight of the wagon Kind of
blump and .lunge laze like, like it just as soon as
not, and #hat rope cutting down into the water hard
as an iron-bar. . . . Like it was a straight iron
bar ;stuck inté the bottom and us'holding the end of
it, 'and the wagon lazing up and down, Kind of
pushing. and prodding at us like it had come around
and got behind us, lazy like, like it just as soon
s not when it mage up its mind. (104)

M .,

85 s .
ﬂn’yéﬁh examples,, Faulkner’s debt to the style of the tall

21 f&% .

tale,, particularly the style of George Washington Harris, is

evident. F.0. Matthiesen has described Harris' style well,

’ ' '\!:,
observing that "Harris possesses on ‘the comic level
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something of what Melville does on the tragic;(the rare Kind
of dramatic imagtnation that can get movement directly into
words . This brings a wonderfully Kinetic quality to whole
situations. . . . "'% Tull's descriptions depend heavily ford
their "k1net1c quality" on present part1c1p1es ("shaking,*
"swaying," "pushing and prodd)ng ) .The use of the present
tenseqto describe past action, a common feature of oral
. narration, enh&ncqg too the action and immediacy of the

Jr)‘b ] ."‘
first passa&gz,W$V§dness is achieved in both passages w1th

coined words, such as,’swagged, a comb1nat1fn of swayed, d
wagged, and sagged, and with the persohification of the
‘unmanageabje'wagdn as doing what it pleases and refusind to
be rusheé or coerced. g
The accoyhts also display featupes of fpontaneous;w”‘l
narration. The clauses are piled up chrono]ogica]ly add%id
together with only the coordinating con junction 'andf" The
impression of spontane1ty is also effected by the phrase
“"Kind of,f an indication of the narrator s search for a
suitable form of expression. Finatly, the exaggeratioh
apparent in the simile "like it went cleen through to the
other. side of the eerth" not only reflects the tall tale's
hyperbole, but adds ebie stature and significance to the~

characters’ contest with Faulkner's symbol of the untamed

flux of life, the rising river.

- . e e - - = e

10Cq ted by M. Thomas Inge in "William Faulkner and George -
" Washington Harris." The Frontier Humorists: Critical Views.
Ed. M. Thomas Inge. Hamden; Archon, 1975. 269.
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This vivid language of Tull’'s combines with his shrewd
powers of observation, early in the novel, to define Anse

Bundren’ s true character and to show up his hypocrisy. Humor

Ll

often arises from the fact that one of Tull's fanciful
descriptions expresses the fruth of a given situation. TuTl
describes Vardaman's fish as "hiding into the dust like it

was ashamed of being dead, 1like it}was in a hurry to get

- o

back hid again" (21). The fish almdstvbecomeS‘an animated
cartoon character Here, de#pite the serious overtones of

Tull’ s personification of it. Tull describes Anse’s
1 ' »
histrionic approach to Addie’'s death bed in a similar way:

When we go up to the hall we can’ hear [Anse’'s
- brogans] clumping on the floors1like they was iron
shoes. He comes toward the door where she is,
.blinking his eygs, Kind of looking ahead of hisself

before he seéar like he is ping to find her
setting up, .in a chair mayte or_maybe sweeping, and

lTooks into the.door in that surprised way like he

looks in and*finds her in bed everyttime. . . . He

looks =around, blinking, in that surprised way, like

he had wore b1sself down belng surprised and was

even surprised at that.(22).

¢

Anse tries to look hopeful to put forth the. 1magegpf a
loving husband who cannot bear to see h1s companion in life
leave him, but in fact it would be just like him to hope
that she would jump. up out of her death bed to avoid
finconveniencing him by depriving him of a hand to work the
farm{ With respect to Anse’ s show of being surprised to’ the
point of fatigue to find Addie dying (a pose intended to
evoke:sympathy for the long-suffering but still hopéfu]
husband for whom his wife's i]lﬁess is a shock every time he

sees it), one might‘well askK,. "Who but Anse could exhaust
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himself by merely being surprised?“,

. At times, Tull's descr1ptons of Anse take a humorously

witty turn. Leav1ng the Bundren farm, Tull observes. "Poor
'Anse, . . . She Kept him at work for th1rty odd yearﬁ,/%/
reckon she is tired'" (23). The reversa] of expectat1on that

nevertheless expresses truth (getting Anse to work for
thirty years is a Herculean feat and a burden on Addie much
more than on her husband) is a’feature of Yoknapatawphan
o
wit. The technigque:resembles Donne’'s metaphysical wit in
that it relies on rescuing a valid observation from an
apparently false statement, as in the veterinarian Uncle
Bi]ly’s remark about the relative wisdom of men and animals:
"a man aint so different from a horse or a mule, come long
come short, except a mule or a horse has got a little more
sense" (124).
One of Vernon’'s funniest but most poignant passages is
his vision of Cora taking over for God in heaven:
I reckon she’s right [about her assured reward from
heaven]. 1 reckon if there’'s ere a man or woman )
- anywhere that He could turn it all over to and go
dway with His mind at rest, it would be Cora. And I
reckon she would make a few changes, no matter how
He was running it. And I reckon they would be for
man’'s good. Leastways, we would have to like them.
Leastways, we might as w&ll go on and make like we
did. (48)
~-Once again, an apparent“exaggeration, a brief tall tale,
expresses truth. Cora is so éelf—righteous and judgemental
that in effect she does take.upén;herself some of God's
work. Tull’'s personifiéation of God as being as tried and

troubled as the average Yoknapatawphan also contributes to

=~
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the passage’s humor. So do the two qualifying sen?ences at
the end, which comically underscore the resigned spffering
of the common Yoknapatawphan in the face oé)ungovernable
circumstances. These last two senteﬁces show Faulkner's
excellent sense of éomic‘timing; hope and contentment are
whittled away incrementally as, one after another,
apparently conclusive statements are quélified f§r the worse
when Tull realises the implications of his vision of Cora as
God. 1 ™

Vernon Tull’s\wif, courage, compassioh, and comic .
resignation make him a moderating, corrective force in 4; I
Lay Dying. He possesse§ the'bést characterLstics of the
Bundrens without their flaws. He has dewel?é determination
and courage without being dangerously and obsessively
hefl-bent'on accomplishing his tasks. He is percepfive like
Darl (especially of Anse), buf refuses to allow his
Khow]edgé'of life's absurdities to drive him mad. He has
Anse’s.shrewdneSS withdut his heartless selfishness and, in
‘his speech,‘Tull is spontaneous, expressive, and vivid, an
antidote to Addie's problem with dead language. In Vernon
Tu{l&FaulKner captures the true folk spirit of the South and

offeks a positive, comic @liternative to the Bundrens’ tragic

situdtion. _ . -

'1The elevation of Cora tri: way and the corresponding
-demotion of God exhibit an €pically comic revearsal that
Faulkher would use again in The Hamlet in which he has
V.K.Ratliff imagine Flem Snopes outwitting Satan himself.
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I11. Three Yoknapatawphan Wits: Jason Compson, Uncle Job,
' and Doc Peabody

Despite their obvious differences of race, social
background; or economic situation, many inhabitants of
Faulkner's fictionaliworld, including Vernon Tull, have one
‘trait in commo&: a marked pfoficiency i?/éerbal,shrewdness
and wit. Many characters, particularly rural ones, are
accomplished ironists, riddlers, mockers, and tricksters.
This verbal w;f\hgs a yprietY'of uses for the
Yognapatawphans who employ it:.it can be amusing
entertainment, searing social commentary, a gehtle form of
correction, a vicious offénsive.wéapon, and even one of
.those sustaining props and pillars that.FaulKner'spoke about
"in his Nobel prize address. The exfent to which
Yoknapatawphan wit can be used either positively or\}
negatively is ewﬂany-iﬁ the speech of three radically
dissimilar chaﬁgéfebs: Jason Compson and Uncle Job from The
Sound and the FUFy and As‘} Lay Dying' s Doc Peabody, all of-
Whom employ a brand‘of humor similar in tone and technigue
but entirely different ih intent and spirit. In these three
characters, the serious moral and social implications of
Faulkner’' s comedy eherge as he demonstrate; the most
‘constructive and destrucfive aspects of laughter and humor.

In cPéating Jason Compson, Faulkner combined relatively
early in his career the two types of cqmic characters who
would appear individually in his la@r' worké: the wise fool,
exemplified by V.K.Ratliff, whose witty humor actively |

53
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- corrects or shows up the truly foolish behavior of those
around‘him;'and the outraged buffoon, exemplified by the
tall convict in "01d Man," whose carefully structured and
sometimes obsessive existence is disrupted by a chaofic buf
seemingly malevolent series of events. The two fools differ
significantly in that the witty fool, easy, wise, flexible,
and social, has almost complete control of his.own comic
situation, whereas the outraged buffoon, intense, irascible,
and private, has. his situation "controlled"” for him. The
wise fool corrects aberraqp behgyioh, the buffqpn has his
own behavior challehged; the former 1augHs, tﬁé latter is
laughed_at. ?/

dasén Compson possesses qualities of both types of
comic figures, although not in equal propbrtion.‘A
malevolent variation of the frontier trickster (as is Anse
Bundren), he has the verbal and intellectual skills of the
wise fool, but lacks his control]ing conscience and good
will. For this reason, although truth often informs Jason's
wit, neither mirth nor compassibn ever do. Like Faulkner's
buffoons, Jason places too much value on order and |
structure, a mistake that leads to increasing frustratibn as
reality fai]s to meet the exhectations he has offhow life
ought to unfold for a man with his social background. As
~this frustration mounts, Jason eventually becomes less a
comic initiator and mére the butt of his own schemes and

machinations.
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Jason's specific affinity with the Yoknapatawphan wits
lies in the fact that he is acutely attuned to language,
especially ambiguous expression, incongruous expression, and
verbal insincerity. He listens carefully, as all
Yoknapatawphan traders and wits do, to exactly what a person
talking to him says regardless of what that person means to
say. The result of such Keen attention to a.person’s speech
is oftén a witty retort in which the person’s foolish words
or empty rhetoric are mocked and debunked. Mrs. Compson .
“falls victim to this verbal chastisement over and over again
as Jasonvundercuts her high-flown laments with
uncompromising cynicism:

3

. . then she cried more and kept say1ng my poor

afflicted baby [Benjy] and 1 says yes he’ 11 be qu1fé

a help to you when he gets his growth not being more

than one and a half times as high as me now and she

says she’'d be dead soon and then we'd all be better

off and so I says all right, all r1ght have it your

way. It's your grandchild, wh1ch is more than any

other grandparent its got can say for certain.

Mother Kept on saying thank God you are not a

Compson exept in name, because you are all I have

left now, you and Uncle Maury and 1 says well I

could spare Uncle Maury myselfty . . . (196) !

~—

In thisgdialogue tﬁb distinct degrees of awareness and two
distinct styles of speedh emerge. Mrs. Compson’s pretensions
to gentility are accompanied by melodramatic overstatement
and the histrionic exclamations of a southern belle whose
finer nature has been callously exposed to the meanness of
an 1ncons1derate world Her latinate lament my poor
afflicted baby" (emphas1s added) contrasts sharply with the

1 A1l quotations from The Sound and the Fury are taken from
Noel Polk's "New Corrected €dition." New York: Random House,
1984. -

Q
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colloquial, chatty tone of Jason’s mocking responsé, which
He creates by using the eXpressions "to be a help to
someone" and "to get one’s growth." Similarly, dJason
counters his mother’'s invocation of the 01d South’s

chivalric code of helping a lady in distress, éYou are all

that I have left now, you and Uncle Madry.‘ with the common
sense of a countrified farmer: "well I could spare ‘Uncle

Maury myself." Jason's pose here is all politeness. The

ke

"wé]l" reflects the countryman’s way of easing into a
statehent that corrects or opposes his interlocutor’s; the
"myself" reflects his humility in hesitating to speak for
all people; the subjunctive "could" implies that His
assertion is conditional upon an understood clause such as

"If I were yoq" or "If you ask me;" and the verb "spare"
politely overstates Uncle Maury’s worth in a way that "be
rid of" would not. The incdngruity between Jason’s assumed
manner of the humble, Christian countryman and his true
hature. coming through in the matter of his statement which
mercilessly reminds Mrs. Compson of her brother’'s alcoholism
and financial leeching, creates the humor here as much as
the contrast between his colloquialism and his mother’s
melodramatics. | —
The passage also provides a good example of the
technique Jason uses to mock and ridicule Mrs. Compson’s
assertions. Often, Jason will saqcastical]y take up a point

his mother introduces, pretend to agree with and braise it,

and then deflate the whole proposition byvpursd%ng its
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ludicrous implicationé. Fob example, Benjy as "baby" is met -
with the stance of a friend extolling the newborn’'s worth to
the proud méther, followed by an exaggerated underspatement ’ﬂ".
. of his real age and,size:.“he’ll be quite a help to you when
he ‘'gets his growth not being more than one and a ha@jutimcs

as high_as me now." Similarly, when Mrs. Compson suggests
that Jason keep an eye on Quentin during the day, he
responas, "’Qf course if you want me to follow her around
and see at she does, I can quit the store and get a job
where I can work all night. Then I can watch her during the
day and you can use Ben for the night shift’" (181). Such
flights of inépired mocKkery are signalled in Jason's
monologue by the word "sure" or the pbr:se "of course" as he

pretends to go along wholeheartedly with a given

proposition.

Jason also likes to present his views as options for
! .
Mrs. Conpson to consider: "'of ‘course if you want me to

follow her he says (emphasis added). By presenting

his positions this way, in the form of suggestions or advice
that Mrs. Compson can ostensibly accept oE reject, Uason
‘throws the burden of accountability of a given decision on
his mother’s shoulders despite the fact that the idea for a
given course of action actually origihates with himself. In
these discussions, Jason thus manages to intimidate Mrs.
Compson through mockery into accepting his advice while

dextrously removing himself from the ultimate

decision-making and its attendant responsibility.
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Jason’' s method of dealing with his mother does not
always work as well with the rest of His family, however,
esbécially with his niece. Quentin often gf@es as good as
she gets in verbal confrontations with her uncie. In an
early scenel for example, she turns one of Jason’s favorite
verbal tricks against him. When dasén delivers an ultimatum
giviné Quentih ten seconds to put down her coffee cup, she
replies by taking his words at face value: "'What time is
it, Di]sqy?' she Says. “"When it’'s ten seconds, you whistle’"
(183). Responding as she does, Quentin daringly bests her
domineering uncle by obeying his ultimatum literally but
defying the intention behind it. | |

Jason also has some trouble with QUentin and others
because of the difficulty he has in recogn121ng the
sincerity of their most intense declarat1ons and emot1ons.
When Dilsey, for instance, offers herself as an*éEJect for

Jason’'s physical wrath in place of’ Quentrn, cry1nﬁ*"’H1T@§, ’;%

that her threat is hollow:

"What would you do?" [Jason] sa1§¢ }Wear a Lo

barrel?" B S ‘

"I'd tear it off and throw it ﬁh? street,

she says. "dont you believe me?" - L !
"Sure you would," [he] says.

time." (187-88)

o2
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Quentin responds, much t% Jason’'s surprise and aggravation,
by actually trying to rip the dress of f. From these two @
examples, it is apparent that Jason’s habit of cynically if
wittily tearing down his mother's hollow expressions of
strong feeling prevents him from recognizing genuinely
strong emotion when it really does present itself. As a
result, he underestimates his target and)misapplies his wit.
Jason may possess the intelligence and verbal agility of the

best Yoknapatawphan wisecrackers, but he lacks their skill

at discernment and, consequentﬁy, their control.

At ot?er points in the novel, Jason runs into similar
trouble wifh strong emotion and applying his wit to best
advantage. Evidently, he has so little familiarity with
compassion and caring in his own heart that he even has
trouble putting a name to such feelings when.he encounters
them in others and, on ?Qe ascasion at least, in himfelf.
When, for instance, QUengﬁﬁﬁBécomes upset and expresses
sorrow at ever having been born, Jason describes only her
facial appearance: "her eyes {urned Kind of funny"” (188);
énd when he himself experiences sorrow at his father's
gravesite, he has trouble identifying it, saying, "1 began
to feel sort of funny" (202). This inability or reluctance
to experience strong feeling himself or to empathize with
the intense emotion of others facilitates a great deal of
Jason’s denigratory humor. Because of this lack of emotional
involvement, he can reduce people, as Stephen M. Rdss ? and

2"Jason Compson and Sut Lovingood: Southwestern Humor as
Stream of Consciousness." Studies in the Novel 8 (Fall
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James M. Cox have observed, to caricatures and objects’
through hechanical and animal imagery. Cox rightly praises
Faulkner s ach1evement in "Keep1ng the humor and meanness

‘attendant upon each other in dason s monologue, 3 when, for
example, dason‘descr1bes BenJy,as the Great_Anmpican

- Gélding" (263) or remarks on his brother’s shambling gait or

-~

his snor{ng. .
There is no distinction for Jason between this
reductivism and 'milar deflating that does hof%involve
peop]e, such as his satirical descr1pt1on ofvgolf as
"Knock1ng.a:dam oversized mothball arqund" (187) Like his
comments about‘Uncle Maury's’transparent efforts at -
conceal1ng his alcoholism (after Uncle Maury cla1ms to be
1eav1ng Mr.Compson’s funeral early to comfort Mrs Compson,
Jason remarks, “Yes you ought to brought two bott]es instead
of JustAone [201]) or h1s comments about . his father’s
excessiVe drinking ("maybe the sideboard thought it was.
still father‘and tripped [Uncle-Maory] up when he passed”
'[197]) Jason'’s name calling and debunking aﬁe unrestrained
and uncompromﬂs1ng ~ He attr1butes almost all ‘speech and |
action tc petty and selfish nmt1ves such as need1ng a dr1nk
. or whipping up self-pity, ‘and fa1ls to take 1nto account the
| sadness ahiuhuman weakness’that are behind the oeoeptions'.
and'failings of those arouno~him To laugh aboul Mr. Compson
dr1nk1ng himself to death is to 1gnore the under1y1ng pain

- - e v e = e = e e e = =

2(cont’d) 1976): 285. '
3"Humor as Vision "in Faulkner." Faulkner and Humor, 114,
Subsequent references to Ross and Cox will be c1ted in the
text.
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and sorrow that causes him to drink, Jason's sarcastic #

observations may have\sﬂw  on their side, but they are

unbelievably insensit%ve. S although Jason's humor is
born of reason and evéh‘imagi‘u J"jt is-utterly unbr%aled
by‘compaésion.‘ ) iw ‘. | |

By inviting us to 1anhHQith Jason because his .

observations wittily convey tryth, Faulknef'puts us in an

uncomfortable position. Do we really want to be laughing,

.. Tfor instance, at Jason’'s assessment of his brother Quentin’s

confused attitude toward women, expressed in a speculative
+ .

“remark about Quentin’s motive for committing suicide:

“fMéybe he knew it [Caddie’s baby] was going to be a

girl,’ [Jason tells his mother],"And that one more of them

. would be alT that he could stand’"(261)? As Ross‘observes,

~with such comments’ Jason does "provide a perspective in his

family aifferent'from that we'havé gained in the novel’s

first two.sections, a corrective to our symﬁathieé”that

’.exposes a kind of common-sense truth about the Compsons"

(283), but to laugh with Jason at such times reduings a

heartlessness equal to his. In Jason’'s wit, ~aulkner shows
it, 4 which

us'the épitome of laughter as Bergson describe
. ’ ‘ !
instills_ the laugher with a better opinion of himself at the

_efpense of the person being laughed at and which divides

members of society by promoting cruel reductivism rather

kY

th%n uniting society by correcting aberrant behavior-as the

best comedy does. It is a tribute to Faulkner's talent and
‘See the concluding pages.of Layghter: An Essay on the
Meaning of the Comic. -~ - v .

LY
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genius that in dJason’s sectiqg.he can explore these

implications of coﬁedy, pre§éht to the reader the shams of

the pathetic characters who dece?ye themselves and others,

and Kkeep dJason consistently merciless and repellent despite
the veracity and, at:times, the ingenuity that both informs

his humor and associates“him with Faulkner's admirable comic

characters.

. Jason’s humor does not,exelusiyeﬂy involve exposing the
failings of his family members. Much of it arises from his

verbal response to. the pred1caments he entang]es himself in

’dur1ng the course of the day on which his section’'is set. As

«x) y

that day progresses, one thing after another upsets the

ideal daily h0utthe that Jason feels entitled to as the head
of the Compson household. The number of obstacles, misfires,
and miscues, ranging from missing lunch to losing heaviTy~on

. : 4 . .
the commodities market, is rich in comic potential. As Ross

»’notes (282), sJason’s troubles are the stuff of farce and

slapst1ck ‘comedy as the put-upon l1tt1e guy attempts to hold”~

h1s'bwn aga1nst the chaos of ex1stence or the indifference

of big bgs1ness. A ‘
As a result, some sympathy for desqn may be.evoked as
his frustrations accumulate. William N. Cdaxon argues~tn a
(recent essay that "we sympathize with Jason’s view because
in some sense‘wedshare it. Though not perhaps as paranoaid as
‘Jason, fhere are times when.we feel the world is against

5 dason Compson:. A Demora11zed wit." Faulkner and Humor,
.30. Subsequent references to Claxon's essay will be noted in

: . . do
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. . by B )
so. The world is not dJason's worst enemy; Jason Compson is

Jason’s worst enemy. Over and over again, the circumstances
that plague him are of his own making and are a result of
the deeisions he makes according to his spiteful
'personality. Jason is thwarted not so much by.what Ross
calls blunders resultinglfroﬁ “mundane’deeisions"'or his
"persistent'ineptitude" (282} as by his own malevolence and
Yiciousness. For example; Jason decides hot to- put the the
spare tire and the tire pump back on his cer, even though he -

<7
has the opportunity to do so ‘easily, because he 1nf]ex1bly

refuses gb give Luster the least. bitof assistance 1n i
household tasks: "There was the't1re lean1ng aga1nst the
wall, but be damned if ] was going to put it on” (187).
Jason, of course, 1sAeventua11y,-qamned" (at least-
inconvenienced) for not putting the tjre and the puhp on the
car. He“typical]y refuees to go an inch out of his way to
pehform an action that (appérently) Has nething in it'fob
himself.’Accodﬁingly,‘when Jason findsbﬁimself'in need of

the tire'pump later on, we are“more tempted to-laugh at him
R -

for getting what he deserves at the hands of com1c Justlce o

» —

than to sympathize w1th his suffer1ng and frustratlon
Similar inflexibility and se1f1shness account for .
nearly all gf Jason’s frustrat1ons. Like many of Fau]kner.s
chgfaCters,fdasonzbecbme§;tgefgutt of laughter because he
tries to impose an inegéﬁee§ﬁ1e order dﬁ the motion of 1ife .
in order to achieve aﬁ%hnachievably safe and static'b

S{cont’d) the text.

. [ o i
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existence. He demands no less than a made- to-order universe
in which his meals are prepared on time with the family
presént»ahd quiet, in which work holds neither demandé nor
surprises, in which evenings are spent restfully with the
nerpapef, in which the stock mérkét can Se predicted only
by Jason himself, and in whigh absolutely no one challenges
his authority as the provider for the family and the head of
the Compson houséhold. Iﬁ Faulkner’'s comic world such best
]aid’p1ans go not often but always awry.

Jason’s yerbé] reaction to the frustration'of his ideal

univgmig.typﬁfies his character: he complains. Throughout

v Bt _
* his Eé&%ion, Jason rails against those whom he thinks have
» R c‘g' . N

mistreated him in an apparent att"pt to gain sympathy for

ihis selfish causes 6r at leaét to ‘justify his often

fquestionable conduct. His complaint reaches a high point as

he recounts his efforts to creep up on Quentin and her

)

f%bhpanion in order to confirm his suspicions about her f»
‘bromiscpiﬁy. The passage is worth quoting at length bQEAUSe
of its'débéndence on the effect of accumulation: -

I parked and got out. And now 1I'd have to go

way around angd cross a plowed field, the only one 1

- had seen since I left town, with every step like
somebody was walking along behind me, hitting me on
the head with a club. I kept on thinking that when I
got across the field at least I’'d have something:
level to walk on, that wouldn’'t. jolt me every step, -
but when I got into the woods it was full of
underbrush and 1 had to twist around through it, and
then I came to a ditch full of briars. I went along
it for a while , but it got thicker and thicker, and
all the time Earl probably telephoning home about
.where I~was and getting Mother all upset.

. When 1 finally got through 1 had had to wind

" around so much that. 1 had to stop and figure out

just where the car would be. I knew they wouldn’'t be
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far from it, Just under the closest bush, so 1.
turned and worked back toward the road. Then I
couldn’t tell just how far 1 was, so I'd have to
stop and listen; and then with my legs not using so
much blood, it would all go into my head like it
would exp]ode any minute and the sun getting down
just to where it could shine straight into my eyes
and my ears ringing so I couldn’t hear anything. I
went on, trying to move quiet, then I heard a dog or
something and 1 knew that when he’d scented me he'd
h?ve to come helling up, and then i% would be all
off :
I had gotten beggar lice and twigs and stuff’
all over me, inside my clothes and shoes and all,

and then 1 happened to'look around and 1 had my hand
right on a bunch of poison oak. The only thing that
I couldn’t understand was why it was just poison oak
and not a snake or something. So I didn't even
bother to move it. I just stood there until the dog
went away. Then I went on. (240-41)

The humor here results partly from the sheer accumulation of
Jason’s afflictions, just as it does when he throws out
retort after retort in response to Mrs. Compson’s
melodramafic overstatements. In this respéct, Jason’'s
account resembles the mounting exaggeration of the tall tale
as the odds against the heroig,pfotagonist’s success build
to-seemihg1y insurmountable 1eve1§. THe climax invofving the
poison oak leaf is typical of Jason’'s mind set. He does not
characterlze such adversity as blind chance, but 1mag1nes
 that 1t is perfect]y ordered (well, almost) to impede his
h persona] efforts in a way that maximizes frustration. He
ironically envisions "Circumstance” (306) as a master'of
orchestration, planning, and ingenuity.

Some of Jason’s best sarcasm arises from thesetfeats.}h'
imaginihg the wor1d workKing diréct]yvand efficientjy against
him and from his mock encouragement éf its forces. He

~employs this type of humor-most ofter

en he feels that his
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authority is being threatened by his family’s servants. In

mock praise of an effort he perceives to deplete his

houSehojd‘s food supply, he says of Dilsey, "She was so old
shefgﬁﬁﬁdn’t do any more than move hardly. But that's all

righf:%we need somebody ih_the Kitchen to eat up the grub
the yéung ones cant tote off" (185). Both Claxoﬁ and James
Mellard‘have suggested that this sarcastic wit is a
protective defense ?or Jason, that "Expecting the worst and
.getting less makes him feel he is coming out ahead” (Claxon,
29)., & | disagree. I think Jason imagines the worst and
considers that hé pretty much gets it. He does not at all
feel }hat'he has come out ahead, and takes consolation in
nothing, although- at timés he 1ronically pgetends to be
consoled ("' You dont look all the way naked'" and "'You're
on ﬁime for once, dnyway,’"he tells Quentin [187,188]).
Misfortune confirms for Jason his perceived mar tyrdom and
justifies the ?ubious steps.he takeslto_compensate himself
for the wrongs he thinks his family have done him. From this
martyrdom he géins the same pervéqse pleaSUre that Quent{n's
tight dress and slipping kimono seeﬁ’to afford him. Jason
thus uses humor -to confirm‘énd relish his be]iefs rather
than to modify or adjust them. As Ross observes of Jason 1n
: compar1ng him to Harris' Sut Lov1ngood (288) ‘he lacks the
most‘the redeem1ng trait of the comic w1t the ability to

1augh at h1mself ason never dqes laugh at his‘own

VN

8 Mellard's art1cTe is dasobgCompSOn Humor , HOStl]Jt
the Rhetoric of quress1on o Southern Humanltles Rav’*
(1969) 332 73
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f&ﬂlishness; to the ’ he retnains infexible. .
Uncle Job, the_old black laborer in Earl’'s store, is
the temperamental opposite of Jason Compson and an earlier
version of the resigned comic figure Faylkner created in
Vernon Tull. Wheheas'dason constructs unkealizable
Hexpectahons and becomes 1ncreas1ng]y frustrated as his _
) ‘blans are thwarted by the flux and motion of life, Job takes
1ife's surprises ﬂn stride as they come. Job's attitude of
resignation is evident in the amount of consideration he
gives to the state and appearance of the store wagon: "A lot
Job cared whether the wheel came off or not -l Jason
complains, ] "1ong as he wouldn’ t have too far to walk back
(250). Job's patient, flexible attitude (befitting his name)
irks Jason tremendously, and hts slow but steady progress in
unpacking'the store’'s new cultivators becomes the object of
Jason’s sarcasm and a running Joke in Jason’s section:
1 went"ﬁ to the back where old dob was uncrating

[the cultivators] at the rate of about two bolts to
‘the hour. (189) 1 -

o "Well," I says. "If you dont look out, that bolt
will grow into your hand." (230)

As do Faulkner's sahest characters,:Jeh'possesses a healthy |
indifference to the tight schedule ofiindustry and commerce,
preferring instead to work and live et'his own pace, despite
Jason' s exhortations to do otherwise.

Job also differs from Jason in casting his lot with the

rest of imperfect and fallible humanityg@who in this case

are~represehted by the poor farmers andi}eborers whose
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hard-earned énd scarce spending money is gladly given over
to the traveiling music show which comes tb Jefferson. Job
wii]ingly exchanges his quarter for the variety that a man
picking a tune out on a bandsaw brings to small county life,
an intangible commodity that Jason (who seems to have
absolutely no underétanding‘of play)‘would never consider
valﬁab]e: "1 dont bégridge um,’ " Job tells Jason of the
show' s prbducers, "'1 Kin sho afford my two bits’" (231). To
Jason’'s subsequent protest that he is a fool fér allowing
sdﬁedne to take his money in exchange for "a dam two cent
box 6f candy or something," Job replies with a universal
statement about human fallibilty: "'Well,”" he says, "]
dont spute that neither. Ef that uz a crime, all chain-gangs
wouldn’ t We black’" (231). As Mellard observes of Job's
retort, 7 "Not only does [dob]\suggest that Jason is a fool
ﬁimself, he also shows thét‘he knows there is social
injustice in Jason’'s world." Like Quentin, Job can best
Jason despite repression. Mellard identifies Job's comic
 stance as -that of the eiron, a traditional comic ¢@haracter
who shrewdly rebukes the foolish behavior he sees in h1'§@a".H
soc1al super1ors under fﬂz guise of ignorance,
se]f-deprecation naivete, and subServience 8 In Job's

" humor we see. the best Kind of comic spirit, one which

:corrects and educates by subtly" affordmg tﬁ%,,;oohsh person

,the opportunity to see his or her own fo]ly&@n to do

TSI mm e &,
- 7T XType and Archetype: Jason Compson as éatﬁr st." Genre 4
/(19941): 185.

8For a detailed discussion of this comit arc etype, see
Northrop Frye’'s The Anatomy of Crrtlclsm 172-75.

; '
L/ ‘ e
" @



69

something about it. Such wit draws its target away from
foolish pride or vanify and back in;o harmony with the rest
of socjety while it avoids boosting the ego of the wit's
initiator. In doing so, this humor is a unifying social
force &uite different from the réductive, divisive humor
Jason wields. | |

In his recent essé@. Claxon demonstrates the importance
of‘xhe riddle to Jason’'s humor and tﬁe egoistic:tWist Jason
giVés thé riddle.\ﬁé argues that "Jason adapts .the basic.
questionvand answer to cnéate his own version of Wit.
Instead of posing a‘question,?he makes a statement which
requires éome sort of explanaigon. The eip]anation; when
given, fréqueptly has the ring of fruth [even though the
initial statement seemé puzzling, inconsistent; or absurd]”
(23-4). A gbod eXample of what Claxoﬁ is describing is

Jason’s comment on Earl's habit of checking the cburthouse'.

clock to verify his watch's timekeeping: "' You ought to have
a dollar watch,’ [Jason advises Ear]i] "It wont cost you so
much to believe its lying each time’'" (245). ® Claxon goes

on to say that Jason removes the contest element in a true
riddle "first by not asking a duestion and then by not
giving [his target] the chance to respond. . . . his form of

the riddle serves the . . . function of making the riddler

8 Faulkner’s sense of comic timing and his ability to
transfer it to the page evident in these "riddles” in his
practice of separating the initial statement a its
explanation with a delaying phrase such as "he says" which
allows the initial remark to sink in and the punch line to
be anticipated. He consistently attends to such effects of
timing throughout his passages of witty dialogue.
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superior to the recipient, and so adds to Jason’s own
feeling of superiority"(24).
To Claxon’s analysis I would add that 3uch wit is not:
practiced‘exclusively by Jason CTompson but is common to all <
Yoknapatawphan wits, whose technique, though not intent, is
the same. Job; for/;xample, uses the ridd[?Ls/étructure in a
purer and fairer way to try to teach Jason a lesson about
the latter’s behavior: |
‘1 wont try to fool you,’ [Job] says. 'You's
too smart for me. Aint a man in dis town Kin Keep up
wid you fer smartness.. You fools a man whut so smart
he cant even keep up wid hisself,” he says, getting
in the wagon and unwrapping the reins.

‘Who's that?’ [Jason] says.

‘Dat’s Mr Jason Compson,’ he says. (250)
Characteristically, Job feigns ignorance, innocence, and
harmlessness to get Jason to let his guard down before
crowning him with thé‘truth about the smart;ess, which
causes Jason more problems than.it solves. It is important
to note here that the riddle is intended for Jason’'s benefit
and not as an insult or put-down. We get no sense from Job,
as we do from dJason in similar circumstances, that the
intent behind the humor is to increase the riddler’'s self

“Wwerth at the expense of his listener’s. Job's humor’is
sincerely didactic, although it can only work if, upoﬁ\\\\
reflection, ,the recipiént is flexible enough and honest
enough to admit to the foolishness tQ?t haS'been pointed
out. Jason, of course, is incapable of being that f]exib]e_'

or truthful. He cannot acKnowiedge7 as Job can, his Kinship *

with people in lapsing into occasional folly, nor will he

i
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admit that he might benefit from another person’s criticism
when he does act foolishly. "I dont need any man’'s help,"
Jason declares, "I can stand on my own two feet like .
always have" (206).

Doc Peabody, thé Jefferson physician who tends to the
Bundren family in As I Lay Dying, falls between Job, the
wisé, resigned comic wit and Jason, the frenzied,
misanthropic buffoon. Peabody is wise, compassionate, and

flexible, but also sarcasticvand, on the surface at least, M

querulous. His humor is typically Yoknapatawphan in its
rél}anc% on revearsal, exaggeration, imagination, and
fngenuity. It depends, like dJason’'s, on accumulation,
timing, and even mockery, but the purpose to which it is put
and the people against whom it is directed set it apart from

<dason s unrestrained, destructive humor.

bt ]

The opening paragraph of Peabody s f1rst monologue 'will
serve as a suitable starting point to demonstate the unique
strain ot Yoknapatawphan humor that enlivens his monologues:

When Anse finally sent for me of his own accord, 1|
said "He has wore her out at last<" ind I said a
damn good thing, and at first I woulc not go because
therg might be something I could do and I would have

) to haul her back, by God. I thought maybe they have
the same sort of fool ethics in heaven they have in
Medical College and that it was maybe Vernon Tull
sending for me again, getting me there in the nick
of time, as Vernon always does things, getting the ~
most for Anse’s money like he does for his own. But
when [ got far enough into the day I Knew it
couldn’'t have been anybody but Anse that sent. |
knew that nobody but a luckless man could ever need
a doctor in the face of a cyclone. And I knew that
if it had finally occurred tofAnse himself that he
needed one, it was already too late. (28) 190

10 A1l quotations from As I Lay Dying are taken from William
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The passage operates mainly on the reversal of expectatlons v

We do not, for instance, expect that it is a "damn good * Q%&IA

thing” for Anse to have worn Addie out, but on second g

‘thought Peabody’s point makes sense since Addie’ s death Q?$l
bring én end to her suffering.. The same reason allows us to
accept Peabady’'s position 6f not wanting to prolong Addie’s
life as the Medical College would have him do. Peabody’s
stance in this instance aligns him with Faulkner’'s wisest
characters, including his wise fools, who depart from
ofﬁigial, codified rules of conduc\ when doing so will
fulfill the spirit and intentions those rules were created
to uphold. In this respect, Peabody differs from Jason, who
often fulfills the letter of an agreement or promise but

" fails to honor its spirit.

Never theless, there are clear similarities between this
passage and Jason’'s monologue. Peabody’s passage is a
complaint, complete with curses and oaths, about his
circumstances and about a world in which there is too much
suffering (althougﬁ Peabody, unlike Jason, refers to the
suf fering qf others more than his own), impersonal
institutions, and an accumulation of obstacles and absurdity
for the speaker. Peabody, like Jason, expectsvthe worst, in |
this.case f:om Anse, and gets it both in the storm and in
the fact that Anse’'s tardiness in sending for him makes his
trip out to the Bundren’'s farm somewhat meaningless. In a
styTe that resembles déson’s, Peabody exaggerates the

~'o(cont’d) Faulkner: Novels 1930-1936. New York: Library of
America, 1985, '
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violence of the ;sfiorm (callingﬂt a "cyclone") and thus the
demands made of him. He also satirizes the passivity and
slowrless tgract that Anse uses to get others to do his work
vfor”him. In using the the verb "occurred to," Peabody
implies that Anse would not even expend enoqgh eﬁergy to
think up a course of action to follow as his wife dies, let
alone to think up one in time for it to do any good.‘
Peabody’'s technique also resembles dason’s,in that he
too will present a riddle-1like assertion which requires some
further explanation he will eventually supply: "when it got
far eﬁgbgh into the day I knew it couldn't have been anybody

bht Ahse:tﬁat senf." Two exaggerated but basically valid
, o

v expfanations follow this puzzling assertion in a climactic

Ve acréngement with one w1tt11y topping the other: "1 knew

Y

>

. X
(RTINS
g

T
.

nobody but a Tuckless man Could ever need a doctor in the
face of a cyclone And‘l Knew that if it had finally

occurred to Anse h1mse1f that he needed one, it was already
1
”too late

Peabody, like Jason, never appears to be at a

Ioss.to add’qu1ps'to those he has already fired off.

v

Peabody s monologue besides the open1ng paragraph

bears a’ spec1f1c affinity to Jason’s in the speaker's

¥

>.tendenoy to comp]a1n about his own hardship and to suggest

that there is a governing malevolent pr1nc1ple behind 1t

dason speculates imaginatively that the forces opposed to

’.hjm slipped up only in failing to substitute a snake for the

poison oak leaf when he was stalking Quentin. Peabody

cfmplains about his predicament in the same way as Anse "

¢
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pulls him up the bluff on which the Bundrens! farmhouse is

» 7

r1tuated 0 !

1' 1 be damned ilf I can see wh I dont quit. A man
seventy years oly, weighing two hundred -odd pounds,
being hatiled up dnd down a damn mountain on a rope.

I reckon it’'s because I must reach the fifty
thousand dollar mark of, dead accounts on my books
‘before 1 can quit. (29”5 . 4

preyer, a lthough the passage bears 'a stylistic resemblance
lto Jasgn's mono logue '(Peabody curses and exaggerates his |

-t

'sithation, calling the bluff a mountain and estimating his

“dead acCounts,at nearly fifty thousand dollars), its spirit

s signjftcahtly different. His comptatnt,'untike Jason’s,
has nQAeSSenttat aincertty. 0f course Peabody Knowstﬁhy he
does'not'qgﬁt: a physiéiaﬁ,thé caresvaboqt people‘aﬁd‘
therefore he]ps them no matter what the incohvenienée,
whether 1t.be phy51cat or .1nancia1f

Moreover, Peabody shows an awareness of his own

@idiculousness which ‘Jason never exhibits. Jason never makes

. "
, o~ R . N R )
“humorous remarKs at his' own expense, . but Peabody often does .

O

For examp]e,uputt1ng up-a front. of se]f—1nterestedness(\

Peabgdy te}1$ Anse to hurry toward the-farmhduss because he
. T K ¢ . ~ .

"' dont aim for'that stobm‘to éatchiihim Peabody]‘up [on the

Bluff]‘(29) bq} then cotlapses h1s callous pose of caring

.

only for his own 1nterests and not for h1s pat1ents with a .

'}self deprecat1ng comment on.hfsgown rotundlty "1y blow

-

v



Miss Addie,’ [he says]. ‘How are you, sister?’
‘You picked a fine time to get me out ,here andmbring up
storm" (%O) Peabody’s sarcastic complalnt is neither

sincere nhor self- serv1ng He -Keeps up the appearance of

a
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be1ng put out and of caring only for his own needs in order

to spare Addie the embarrassment and humiliation that she

Would feel in having to acknowledge that she needed a

doctor’s help. Peabody understands Yoknapatawphar pride

well. He Knows that Addie, l1ke many sﬁﬂf rej*ad& characters
_1n Faulkner s f1ctlonal world (Jewel" Buﬂéregﬁ 'Henry

e

*

. Armsttd -for 1nstance) ‘would never want to adm1t to’ needing‘
.

anyone’'s help or to accept someone s char1ty and compass1on

' ‘even'1n times of dire need. Peabody, referrlng to th1s

' Add1e is deathly il ‘and therefore helpless PeabodyAS :

'o_ LA

pride, says: ’ M

-~

I have seen it before in women. Seen them drive from

the room them coming with sympathy and pity, with

actual help, and cl1ng1ng to some trifling animal to

“whom they never were more than pack horses. That's
what they meﬁn bw the love that passeth

uptiérsta %ﬁhat pride, fhat furious de¥ire to
wmde; thﬁd% %

yect nakedness ich we bring here with
o = ‘

N ad ‘ » |
Peabody s sarcagc bedside manner ("" You picked a fine time -

.

ito get me here and . brlng up a storm’") leaves, Addie her -

pride becauseujt implies that she has been controlling her

".‘QWn situationx His question about her health'("fHow are you,

sister’”) worKs‘ﬁhe same way;”it avoids the. assumption’that

bedslde magper thus rel;es on treatTng his pat1ent as 1f he

X

" or she were able to be . as strong and sarcastlcuaa ﬁ@gt&

b

re

- . w oo
. . . : - o

-
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’ phys1c1an h1mselF In th1s way, Peabody emgages&hL% saebasm a8
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to prevent pis 1istener’s humiljation rather than,to effect
it, as dason Compson‘jikes to do. | .

” Neyertheless;‘ﬁeabody experiences outrage and anger
that, at times, places him temperamentally closer to Jason

than. to Job even to the extent that . he employs Jason's

favorite tr1ck of tak1ng a person s statement or conduct and<;'

i N&l
push1ng it mock1ngly to extremes of exaggerat1on 1In his

second section, Peabody relates his encounter with, and
react1on to, Cash whose leg has been set in a cement cast.
“As the scene progresses, Peabody s sarcasm mounts to
outrageous heights: ‘ |

And dont tell: - me 1t aint going to bother: you to lose
gty odd square inches of skin to get that concrete
And dont tell me it aint go1ng to bother you to
ghave to limp around on onegshort leg for the balance
of .your life ‘-- if you walk at all again. Concrete" _
I said. "God Almighty, why didn’t Anse carry you to
the nearest sawmill and stick your leg in the saw?
That would have cured it Therr you all co®dd have
stuck his head into the saw and. cured a whole
family. (162) .

S\m11arly. Peabody greets . the fact that Anse has had to
borrow a shovel 1n order to bury Add1e s.corpse w1th
sarcastic assent to the log1c of such dependent behav1or
“"That's r1ght,f [he] sa1d.}’0f course he’'d have to bOrrow a
spade to'bUry his wife with. Un]ess he could borrow a hole
.in the ground. Too bad you all didn’t put him in it too' "
(162). Despite the similarities between Peabody’s tone here
and Jason's infThe Sound and~tne‘Funy (even’the expreSsions
~“.,;._‘_used are the same -- "That's rignt" and "Of course") the -
:T_gpirit of‘tne.humor is different. Peabod%_is outragedv%t the

“hardshipkAnse has caused his family,_at'tngfiénorance anda
L ) ' ) 2

AL e
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suffering of the rural folk, not at'wrongs dohe to himselt.
Whereas Jason preys upon the fai]jnés*oh the weak, such as
Unote Maury, for his humor, Peabody'attacks the tnhumantty
Of the strong and invulnerable, such as Anse. .
Peabody7s humanism and hts_championing of the comhon” o

Yoknapatawphans appearS‘howhere more movingly than in the

soene surrounding Addie’s funeral. The ' passage shoWs,Peabody

at his best as he reacts to the timeless confrontation
| between ordinary peoole and death and catastrophe. The

section isrharrated.by Vernon'Tuil.who with the other

Yoknapatawphan men waits awkwardly outs1de the Bundrens

~house for Add1e s funera] serv1ce to end, and'd1scusses the

, ' ,recentucol]afg' f h1s bridge . due to flood1ng ‘ _
///,”\\\\‘“\«Qso_We'go'-ack to the trestles and p]ank ends and
' sit or t. ) _
- "I Knowed it [Tull’s bridge] would go, " Armstid ‘i'
S®YS. S :

4

"It’s been there a long t1me, that ere bridge,"
_Quick says.
- "The ‘Lord has Kept it there you mean,"&Uncle
P .. Billy say¥. "I dont know ere g man that’s tou&hed
hamme* to -itin twenty-five years.
How long has it been there,_Uncle B1lly°"
Qu1ck 'says. 0' _
- "It was built in . . . . let me see.. . .
Z . . . It was in thé year 1888 E ‘Uncle Billy says "1
mi, mind it because tHe first man to crogs-it was
Peabody com1ng to my house when Jody was born.
. - "If 1'd a crossed it gvery time your wife
littered since, it'd a been wore out long before
- this, Billy,” Peabody says.
‘ We laugh, suddenly loud, then suddenly qu1et
yagain. We look a little aside at one another. (57)
' i §

‘Peabody’s joke not only temporarily relieves the tension and
qg‘awkwardness that the men are fee11ng in the presence of
:‘v‘.

death it reminds them of the natural rhythm of life and of

the mutual support that the communlty relles on. The remark ,



includes one person (Peabddly) coming to another’s need; it
ihcludes the birth of chi]dren and the renewal of life; and
it 1ncludes the speaker’s own failing, his we1ght wh1ch
keeps him from seeming better than anyone else desp1te h1s
altruistic occupation. As a resqlt, Peabody s humor /
sustains, encouragesé‘n_ahd binds together the Yoknapatawphans
in a time of strangjeness and awkwardnes:.s.’ In Peabody’é smail
joke, and,in all éf'his gruff, sar‘*‘castic humor?; _Fgulkger
combiges Wob’ s wisdom, his r;e-silienc:'e,i and his ability to .
.t avo1d takmgr himself too semou Yy with the inte]]ligence,
m edg‘a, and Fmagmatmn of Jason Compson s w1t The result is’
™ 2 a umfymg huo@r that proviides the best that- comedy can

offer. ‘? ) - - '
. :«5 . - @




IV. Faulkner s Comedy, The Reivers :
Michael Millgate has cal]ed The Rervers "an antho]ogy of the
'”‘mogt characteristic types of Faulknerian humor." ' His -ﬁ&"
statem@nt is only partly truf The novel’'s dialogue ‘s
characteristically Yoknapatawphan in its wit, and the plot
does involve horseftrading and other finagling, but missing
is the dark laughter one associates with Faulkner's other

novels, w1th for 1nstance the Bundrensk tr*%

s in As I Lay
Dylng or with Mink Snopes efforts ‘;ﬂfh'it'i_,f Jack
Hous ton’ agubiqugtous corpse in The ;‘;;' '&'ssing also are

“theisbsurqsbut path“ticaliy comic, s ~"5J~"é often present’

in Faulkner's wor £ ; as the w1ngwa]ker in "Death Drag

‘or Ab and Vynie "Jhe Hamlet , whose desperation"

drives them to fo]3; j‘d rUin‘nNeVertheless, The Reivers is
K& At »

'Fl 5. H3a51caliy one more varnation on a theme Faulkner addressed

'throughout his career, namely, the struggle involved in

‘adapting to and participating ~the flux and motion of

life. 2 As. the Yoknapatawphan‘men are to the Teias horses in
- .

The Hamlet as the tall conv1ct is to the flooding

&
Mississippi River in S'd Man," so are Ned, Boon, and abodve
alr, Lu01us Priedt to the W1nton Flyer and the road to
R T - ,
\ Memphis The main différence in The Relvers however,/is

b 1

that the protagonists submit Virthaiiy unresistingly to the -

s

call to participate in mot ion and return from thei‘““"'*""

1

e
engounter with 1t different and w1§ér but essentially
R $L~‘-—-‘——__

B8 The ‘ievement® of Willtam Faulkner, 254 '

2 The 'best discussion of .this ‘theme is Richard P. Adams’
study, Faulkner: Myth and- Motion. Princeton?. Princeton ue,
1968. , o

'79' .
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. a funnier version of Yoknapatayphan haggT1ng As usual, the ,

- 80
unharmed and certatnly undefeated

“ _'o‘ﬁ‘ ;
Much of the humor in The RelvePs arlsés from d1alogue.

yspeC1f1ca]1y, from the witty retorts exchanged between the

-

‘ ol T,

povel's YoKnapatawphan characters. A .memorable example is

the confrontat1on between the three’ protagon1sts and‘&he '

4

MlSS1SS]pp1 entrepreneur who farms the mud of Hetl Creek t'

Bottom for his léthL'The negotiations over serviceeﬂ”;

rendered and fair pricks for them are reminiscent of manyh

-

'ecenes in FAulkner, 3 but one would be hard-pressed‘to”find

part1c1pants obJectlves, thei ﬁ&got1at1ng pos1t1ons, and
their true opinions of each'oé2£¥ are concealed by a ve11 of
pol1teness and fair- dea11ng The opé%1ng exchange betweem

- .

the mud. farmer, Boon. and ‘Ned is typ1cal , ‘- @

; Morn1ng boys," [the mud farmer] d. "LooKs.w
11k ou’' re about readys for me now:. Ho
defferson.“ he said.to Boon. "LooR% like you d1d get

.through last summer aftér all.
"Looks like it," Bopn ‘said. . . . "We m1ght a
“got “through this t1me too if you folks didn’' t r
such heavy mud up here.v ]

"Don’ t hold that aga1nst us,’ the man_ sa1d.~“

. "Mud’ s one of our best crops up th1saway,"

"At two dollars a mudhole, it ought te be your

best," Ned said. *

The incongruity between a%pearénce and reality in this
pee .

vpa$sa§e is the main sourbé;of its humor, especially the

charactens' achievements in sustaining»the idea'that

¥
- e e == - -

3 See, for exampﬂe the opentng chapter of nght in August

- in which Armstid-is negotiating ta buy @ cultivator from .
. W1nterbottom when Lena . Grove appears on the road to

. Jefferson.

4 The.Reivers. New York: Random House, - Qﬁﬁ Further
rgferences to The Reivers will be cqﬁed by o) e "number in
the tex , o

¥
it

-



mud-farming is . a fair and legitimate occupation while

-

acknowledging that it is an ingenious swindle. Such indirect

statement and“the tension between what is said and what is

N
meant 1s typical of Faulkner s w1fty~ﬁrad1ng scenes.
There is one notable difference in The Reivers' s scene,
however. Unlrke Ned the ep1tome of the shrewd dealer, who
«

manages to convey ﬁgs opin1on of the mud farmer while 3

keep1ng up. the appearance of congen1al1ty, Boon ‘threatens to

3& 3 @?gﬂn%tbe negot1at1ons complietely, or at least to drive up

ul;?.

best of h1m

‘R snaiss

RPN

- the mud farmer’s unusually flex1ble towing rates, because of

i »\

_his short temper. Boon s d1ff1culty l1es 1n%h1s 1nab1§1uy uy

. play the role of the eiron, the trad1t1onal comic character-
# . .

”

whose insecure statiOn’in life forces him to conceal his
1ntell1gque and veil his . wit. 5 Boon needs to play the
eirgimto keep thé mud farmer’s toll at a minimum by neither
insang_nor angering him. However,' as the mud farmer’'s
greed becomes increasingly apparent, Boon’'s outrage causes

him to abandon his role and, with it, all appearance of

;_congen1alxty As the chapter ends, Boon's frustration over

the mud farmer s unusual method of tabulat1ng rates gets the

__ﬂ _______________
In Roman comedy this character was often a slave; in
arce.comedy, a servant or a valet. In Faulkner, the
( 3 usua‘\y a black servant.or laborer such as Uncle
Job in\The Sourg and the Fury or Ned in The Reivers but a

out of necess?\y, as the black characters must do but for

amusement and pleasure. V.K. Ratliff's conversatlon w1th
dody Varner abbut Ab sSnopes’" affiliation with barn burn1ng
in the “first £hapter of The Hamlet is a good example. For a
fuller description of the traditional eiron, see frye, The
Anatomy oF ‘Criticism, 172-75 and 226- 28



"It's six dollars," [fthe mud farmer] said. "

"Last year it was two do]lars.“ Boon said. "You
said it's double now . Double two is four. All right.
Here's four dollars.

"1 charge a dollar a passenger,” the man said.
"There was two of you last year. That was two
dollars. The price is doubled nQw. There's three of
you. That's six dollars. Maybe you’'d rather walk
back to Jefferson than pay six dollars, but maybe
that boy and that nigger wouldn't.". .

% ,."God damn it," Boon said, "this boy ain't .
th1ng but a ch1ld' Sholy for just . little'child

! .'m“ a"‘"Wallﬂng back back to Jefferson m1ght b <
,f1ghter for h1mp” the man said, "but it won't bd¥no
;o 2. " :
o 1 r‘aght " Boon said; "but look at the other

B Ger g one' wWhel he' gets that mud washed off, he ain’t even

ﬂwhlte‘" L
The man looked at distance awh1le Then he 4 My
d at Boon. "Son," he said, "both these mules is !

. %?,‘bhnd " (90-91) :

< ;‘;'AThe» 5 farmer’ s log1ca11y 1llog1ca1 computat1ons and
’3}’“i tT§t1onary adJustments are particularly humorous heﬂe,
ez ~esppcial®y when th layed off B h t
r»x‘ espg ally w en\\\szdare played off Boon, who persists in

’ try1ng rb 1mpose reason and fawrness on them with no

ﬁ%ss1b?e suocess In add1t1on, the mud farmer s v1rtuos1ty

< :
S & T
‘L at Just1fy1ng h1s own scur 1l1ty, -more than a match for -

.
Y

L)

Boond reflec;s Fau]Kn wn considerable talent at
creat1ng com1c d1alogue

S o

™ “Not ail of The, Relvers' s humor comes out of its
" alogue Tne narrat1on of. Grandfather Lucwus is also w1tty
‘and humorous. This dramatised narrator is unique N g -
Fau)kner's.works’because of the wide rangefdf styles in
'wnioh he relates his ;tdﬁy; For instanoe,‘his-narration
oontains many passages of didactic wit and wiSdom as the

‘aged narrator‘digresses to ei?)ain some aspect. of

*



83

) ,
turn-of-the-century life to his younger audience. The

discourse on the comparative intelligence of rats, cats,

v

dogs, mules, and horses is representative of this style of
the narrator’s monologue. After defining intelligence as
"ghé ability to COp%Qwith gnvironment . . . yet retain at
" least some&pingzof pérsonal liberty" (121), Grandfather
Lucius expounds first on the rat, whjch;ﬁé rates most
highly, and then proceeds to lecture humorously on the
dompdfative merits of the cat: |

The cat is third, with some of the same qualities
fas the rat] but a weaker, punier creature; he
neither toils nor spins, he is a parasite on you but
he does not love you; he would die, cease to exist,
vanish fr, the earth . . . but so far he has not
had to. ﬂere g the fable, Chinese I think, -
literary 1 am sure: of a period on earth when the
dominant creatures were cats: who after ages of
tryipg to cope with the anguishes of mortality ---
famine, plague, war, injustice,jfolly, greed --.in a
word, c1v111sed government --'c!lvened‘a,congréss of
the wisest cat philosophers to see if anything could
be ddne: who after long deliberation agreed that the-
dilemma, the problems themselves were ihsoluble and
the only practical solution was to give it up,
relinquish, abdicate, by selecting from among the
lesser creatures a species, race optimistic enough
to betlieve that the mortal predicament could be |
solved and igprant enough never to learn better.
Which is why %Sﬁ cat lives with you, is completely |
dependent on you for food and shelter but lifts no
paw for you-and loves you not; in a word, why your
cat looks at you the way it does’) (121-122)

M '

The basic comic thrust of this passage,_apa}t from .-ts ‘ 
humonouslpr]auzible epr&nation of the caﬁ’é.behavior to
its owner, is its deflation of the idea that man fs the most
> intelligent creature on earfh: Comically undercutting man’ s
pride, it blends mild satire of human ideas of progress,

ach1evement, and self 1mportance w1th backhanded praISe for

' . : a—t o, ) -
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the humans’ efforts to improve their lot.” In ad%ition,
Grandfather Lucius’ definition bY‘{ntelligence pertains
d{fecfly to some Faulkner’'s sefiaus concerns about
existence. %aulkner’s sanest characters are just those who
cope with their environment by retaining what they can of -
personal liberty and personal dignity. It is no coincidence
apparently that Faulkner named V.K. Suratt/Rat1iff, one of
his most resilient characters, Qith the fat in mind. -
The Reiveré's nérrator is also abde to relate his

S

mTeminisaence in s?raucous, tall tale style that hearkens

2%

‘back .to to-the writings of the frontier humorists. The
‘» anecdote that opens the novel, culminating in the

description of Boon’s shooting rampag’gh the Jefferson
(R .. ,] ) A ) . .
town square on market day, igﬁto]dvin ) manner . The !

R -
& : 4

cUlminafing passage is ch%effy compr%sed of one fong

sentence in which the riotous details of Boon's sﬁ?éé"bu{?g“w{ﬁ

)

to an uproarious climax:

So Father, Luster and I hurried up the alley toward
the Square, me trotting now, and still too late. We
hadn’' t even reached the end of the alley when we
heard the shots, five of them: WHOW WHOW WHOW WHOW
WHOW 1ike that, then we weré in the Square and (it
wasn’ t far: right at the corner in front of Cousin
Isaac McCaslin’s hardware store) we could see it.
There were plenty of them; Boon sure picked his day
-, for witnesses; First Saturdays were.trade days even
N\, ~then, even in May when you would think people would
o be‘téb busy getting land planted. But not in
‘. ¢ YoKknapatawpha County. They were all there, black and’
white: one crowd where another deputy was holding ,
*Ludus aboéut twenty feet away and still in the f*ozen
attitude of running or frozen in the attitude of
running, or in-the attitude of frozen running,
whichever is right, and another crowd around the
window of Cousin lke's store which ohe' of Boon's
bullets (they nevér ‘did find where the other four
went) had shattered after creasing the buttock of a

. t
%

A

3

i
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Negro girl who was now lying on the pavement

screaming until Cousin Ike himself came jumping out

of the store and drowned her voice with his, roaring

with rage at Boon not for ruining his window but

(Cousin Ike was young then but already"the best

woodsman and hunter this county ever had) for being

unable to hit with five shots an object only twenty B

feet away. (14-15) ‘
The passage is similar in its accumulative effect to
Ratliff’'s description of Ab Snopes’ dismay at the collépse
of the mules he has traded for in The Hamlet (39). It also
resembles the description of thé fox and hounds that tear
through Uncle Buck and Buddy’'s house in "Was." Boon, like
the fox (or the spotted horses), is a riot figure, a life e
force disrupting the established routine of the
Yoknapatawphan commufity through raucous behavior that
verges on violence and chaos. As well, the "frozen attitude"
of Ludus suggests the world of the animated cartoon in which
action can be halted at its height for comic effect.

Faulkner used the same technique in the description in The

' Hémlet of young Wall Snépes standing motionless before the

knothole in the barn door | ts after éﬁe rampaging horses

4

had exploded it to piecedf283). As in the world of

's assured in The Reivers well before
the scégé {/gl no rgal violence or serious suffer1ng will

. N
occur by thelgggpator s insistence on the fact that Boon.

-~

cannot shoot straight. ¢ The caricature of the s1ngle mmnded~
6In his article "The Road to The Relven$,“ dames B, ¢
Corothers: shows .how Faulkner made the~$cene Wh]ChFa(ﬁ s
appears in an abbrevxated form in, the short story "Lion,
much less violent in The Reivers. In "Lion" Ludus is #it%
the . face by Boon’s’ last ‘shot.” See. "A Cosmos .of My OW 3.,

Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha 1980 ‘Ed. Doreen Fowler -and Ann Jd.
" Abadie. Jackson: UP of M1ss1ss1pp1 120-123. ’
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'f‘lke McCas1in, who becomes enraged at this failing of Boon's; -

3, b i

'%nstead of at his wounding the girl or shattering the StONI..§
window, also contributes to the exa;ggm"'ated tall tale sf’
of the account. : ' ‘% .
In the reminiscence of Grandfather‘ Lucius Priest ’e
Faulkner also ach1eves an effect similar to that of th& .
spotted horses episode in The Hamlet. He combines thﬁﬂ
QUa}]Iy of genial, anecdotal storytelling with tour de force

-

descriptive pahagraphs:which one normally associates only

with more formal written language. The result is that
~¢ertain passages of The Reivers gain epic stature. In thé
secg;avhalf of the novel, the humbrously anecdotal passages
diséppear and the noyel’s tone'grows more serious as young
Lucius,.observing gooé and evil 4irst-hand, becomes

f‘ 1n1t1ated”1nto manhood Even though the second half of the
. O

novel is comedic in that it celebrates novelty, ingenuity,

cleéérness, marriage and birth, {he style is different from
that of the early chapters The frieze of comic riot in the
opening chapter y1e1ds to a frieze of ep1c detéermination and

strength in chapter seven as Boon, Sam, and’ thelnameless

-

railway worker.attempt to position the freight car that will

transport Lfghtning to Parsham:

o+
*»

The man set his lantern ‘down and c11mbed the 1adder
wonto the roof and-released the brake wheel and Sam
" and Boon. Jammedtmh&ﬂénds.of the“bafs betweeri.the .-

" back wheelts, and the* ra1ls, pinhching and nudg1ng an
; , ‘short strokes Tike pumping and 1 still didn't

o ‘believe it: the car looming black and square and

T high in the moon, solid and rectangular as a black

wall. inside the narrow silver frame of.the
moonlight, one high puny figure wrenching at the
brake whee] on top and two more puny figures



o

crouching, creeping, n ing the silver lanced iron

bars back behind the ib1s; so huge and so immobile

that at first it looked,”not 1ike the car was moving

forward, but rather Boon and Sam in terrific

pantom1m1c ‘obeisance were pinching, infinitesimally

rearward past the car’s fixed,and foundationed mass,

the moon-mazed, panoramic earth: so delicately

balanced now in the massive midst of Motion that Sam

and Boon dropped the bars and Boon alone pressed the

car gently on with his hands. . . . (145-146)
This universal image of the irresistible force of "puny" but
determined man meeting a virtually immovable object and
coming out victorious embodies part of Faulkner’'s most
serious view of and praise for the indomitable human race.
 Moreover, the style, far removed from the comic anecdotes of
V.K. Ratliff or even Lucius Priest himself earlier in the
novel, is no less elevated than the‘manner ih'which Faulkner
describes Dilsey, regally dressed, gazing into the rain and
coping with her troubles, at the opening of the fourth
section of The Sound and the Fury. 1t is not the sert of
passage one might eXpect‘to come across in a genial

4 P |

reminiscence of a grand misadventure. As with the spotted
" horses episode in The Hamlet, Faulkner has transformed a
humorous, light tale into a more serious treatment of the
theme of mep, women and motion.

Of course, The Reivers is not ch{efly made up of sgch
heightened prose, but the serious theme of the encounter

with Mot1on not only Lucius’ encounter W1th it but that

: “‘oﬁﬁthe other characters too, pervades even some of the

P

lightest passages in the novel. The reaction of the
generation of lucius’ grandparents to the changes and
challenges that the new autbmobile represents affords a good’

»
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0 ?1lustfatio?{'0ne of the ¢9mic highpOjnts in the novel is
}ﬁheacheq(when new realities meet with okd customs as Boss
Pri€st first turns his head to.spit out of a moving
. N N i ':":? K

, te

' -altomobi le:

NI

L Grandmother was sitting on the left side . . , .
“~. . 'directly behind Grandfather. ‘She said at once to ‘
. Boon: "Stop the automobile," and sat: there; not mad
- 80 much as coldly and implacably outraged and
shocked. She was just past fifty then .- . ..anJ in )
) all those fifty years she had no more believed that .-
T a man, let alone her .husband, would sgit in her face
S than she would have believed that Boon'for instance =~ '
would dpproach. a curve. in the road without tooting
the horn. ‘She‘ said, to nobody; she didn't even raise
ol her ‘hand to wipe the spit away: - : '
"Take™me home." . . . : ' L
) "Dont touch me," she said. "Drive on." So we
went on, Grandmother with the long drying brown-
Y -~ splash across one of her goggles and down her cheek
g,- even ‘though Mother kept offering to spit on her
> handkerchief and wipe it off. “Let me alone,

- #lison," Grandmother said. (40) ., D \*g\\‘;
- Grandmother Priest’s attemp%§‘to retain some dignity in the '

face of an unforeseen'insult‘abe certainly comical; but
equally humorous, and inbortant, is the adaptation that
‘results frqpkthe incideﬁt: | |

.. . .. more and more that summer it would be just
Mother and us and Aunt -Callie and one or two .
- neighbor children in the back seat, Mother's face

- flushed and bright and eager, like a girl's. Because

- .she had invented.,a kind of shield on a handle like a
‘big fan, light enough for her to raise in front of

us almost as fast as Grandfather could turn his

head. So he could chew now, Mother always alert and
ready with the screen; all of us were quick now in

. fact, so that almost before the instant when
Grandfather knew he was going to turn his head to

. the left to spit, the screen had already come up arvi
all of us-in the back seat had leaned to the righ! .
like we wgre on the same wire. . . .-(41) . T

The‘whole episodé of the‘new'autéhobile and Boss Prie:.-

tobacco-chewingvis‘a comical treatment of Faulkner'’s M\f=tﬁﬁ.

i



that people be - able to adapt to change ahd to code with ; \

- their env1ronment whi le reta1n1ng personal F1berty and

dignity The suggest1on o* renewal 1n the passage ("Mother’s

g
face [was] flushed . . .. 11Ke a, g1r1 s' )‘1s dellghtfuﬂ, and
Faulkner repeats it when he has Boon taKe the aging- M1ss

J

.,Ballenbaugh for a s1m1lar»r4de later on in the nove]
i: -In.fact there ahe suggest1ons of rejuvenation and
positive transformat1on throughout The Reivers. Most
obv1ously, Corr1e is transforméd by Luc1us faith 1n honor
and v1rtue ‘back 1nto Everhe Corinth1a, and Boon changes ;rom ‘
a reckless chv]d/bachelor 1nto a respons1ble husband and
hparent In add1t1on othe ggntlemanly code of behav1or is
passed on from the ag1ngeBoss Pr1est to h1s grandson Luc1us,
who consequently ceases to be a ch1ld as he assumes the
respons1b111ty of be1ng accountable for his own deeds and
misdeeds AT three of these transformat1ons are essentlally
comed1c in that they involve what Northrop Frye has ca]led
the theme of the com1c,' namely,,some form of 1ntegratlon
or: re1ntegrat1on into soc1ety 7Luc1us ig initiated into
| sc&nety by gammg Knowledge of good and evil; Boon and
Corrie rel1nqu1sh their Memphis’ T1ives to be domest1cated ‘
'res1dents of Jefferson, where Boon purchases a su1tably |
- tranquil home,'"the 11tt1e back- stree& almost doll- s1ze
house" ﬁrom Boss Priest. Even Ned 1s/reJuvenated in a way. A
modern/vers1on of the trickster s]ave of Roman comedy8 .he

- - - - I

The ﬁnatomy of Crztrcrsm 43. ‘ '
8Fryé identifies this character as "the sp1r1t of comedy"
" and the "architectus of the comic action who is "entrusted
'W1th hatch1ng the schemes which bring about .the hero's
/_ : -
;



,1mere adventure and returns with something more valuable,

. . } .4‘

s rewarded 1f not with total independence at- least with a

&

f1nanc1al w1ndfall and a renewed reputation ag a master S

flnagler » , _
W1th such a hhppy end1ng, The Refver‘s 1s/unquestlonably
Faulkner s truest comedy In add1t1on to the cpnclud}ng

marrlage and birth, its protagonlst sets out on'a quest for

wisdom and/matur1ty Th1s outcome is far dwfferent from the

end of. As I Lay Dylng, in wh1ch a quest is completed in an

- unexpected way, but for the.worst with a ch1llwng parody of .

marriage and tomic.triumph in Anse s betrothal *to- the
°duck shaped woman. The RelvePs humor also d]ffers in Kind
from ‘the humor of res1gnat1on that 1nforms Vernon Tull s
monologues 1n As I Lay Dylng, or that sets the tone for The
Hamlet, in which the. best V.K. Ratl1ff»can{hope for is not
success’at‘halting the rise of Snopesism buththe
consolat]on that he 1s flexible enough and human enough to-
be able to laugh at his own defeat and the folly that
brought it %§?Ut The Reivers is equally removed from the

souring of Ab Snopes story and the spotted horses episode.

For once, the people who venture out .beyond the everyday and'

aliow themselves to be caught up 1n the wh1rl of f1naglang,
: deal1ng, trad1ng, and bett1ng come out ahead and. even do_

'some good for the women whoglove them. No one loses as Ab -

Snopes does (except ‘Butch, who deserves to); no one is

driven!to insanity as. is Henry Armstid. In The Refvehs, the

‘.

8 (cont’d) v1ctory," Anatomy , 173-174,
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characters do ffpt mérely endure their t:p?i?.'i.éwi_th.he :

resigned humor of a Vernon Tull or tbe--;drj\}'vaveri’optimism

of a Lena Grove. This time, they are allowed t

»

. .

o prevail,
’

=‘~
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B - Appendix

v ‘ . .
The following is-a summagy of the events and transactions in

-"Fool About a Horse" and "The Souring of Ab Snopes." '

!

ng traded some "bob-wire and busted tools" with -

' Beas lwi/temp for a run-down horse, "Pap" Suratt 8 decides to

take the horse, teamed with his family’s only mule,-to
Jefferson. He must .travel there to buy aacaai i
separator for ‘his.wife, Vynie, who haw » -
quilt-money" for four years to facilitate/ I
makes his decision about the newly acquired” rE N
Vynie, hoping to persuade her husband through mockery to %
give up horse-trading and to attend more diligently to their

fields, has taunted him about thé sorry-looking horse's

worth. In having the horse help to pull their wagon to ,
Jefferson, Pap intends to show his skeptical wife that it
has some value. On the way to Jefferson, however, the hot
sun and a fit of galloping result in the horse, "sweat[ing]
into as pretty a blood bay as you ever see." Because his
horse looks so much better and has galloped so spiritedly,
Pap-considers the possibility of trading it for a profit in
town. _

His mind is made up when he passes through Frenchman’s
Bend and talks to ‘the men who habitually lounge outside
Varner’s store. From them, he learns that ‘Beasley Kemp had
originally obtained the horse for eight dollars cash from
Herman Short, who in turn had obtained it, five years -
before, from the legendary horse-swapper Pat Stamper in
exchange for a buckboard and a set of harness. Discovering
that, coincidentally, Stamper is camped just outside of
Jefferson, and outraged that Yoknapatawpha County pride has
been -violated by the Tennessee trader, who had "[come] into
the county and {started] actual cesh money jumping from hand
to hand," Pap decides to attempt to restore the honor he

~considers the county to have lost by out-swapping Pat.

Before he reaches Stamper's camp, Pap turns off the
road and sends his son V.K., who has accompanied Pap since

. they-left home, to town. There the boy buys some salt peter,

some tar, and a fish hook, with which Pap cleverly doctors

the horse to give it the appearance of having spirit and

vigor. Pap and V.K. then proceed to the camp of the ¢

legendary horse-trader, but Stamper refuses to make any deafl

for only the horse; instead, he offers to swap’??@atched

team of mules that "looked jest exactly all right" for it

and Pap's good mule. Pap agrees, thinking he has traded a’
worthless horse and a good mule fo a smartly matched team of
mules. However, approaching Jefferson, the "matched" but L
nevertheless ungovernable team gallops at full speed into ‘

% See chapter one, note eight.
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- the town square and nearly throws Pappand V.K. from the
.wagon. Pap and V.K. enter McCaslin's/store, buy the
separator, and return to the wa?on only to discover that
their new mules have collapsed in total exhaustion.
Infuriated, and hoping to reverse the initial trade and
get back his mule, Pap seeks Stamper out a second time. -
Stamper refuses to reverse the first deal but offers to
return the good mule and to give Pap. a black horse, which
'‘was so fat it could hardly walk," in exchange for the
- exhausted mules, plus cash. After downing a bottle of
whiskey, Pap goes back to Jefferson, returns his wife's -
separato¥, and uses that money to close the deal with
Stamper for the good mule and the fat black horse.
. V.K. then drives his drunken father home, but, before
they arrive, it begins to rain and the fat horse changes
color from black to bay. V.K. immediately alerts his father,
and soon they can hear a hissing noise coming from the the
now bay-colored horse, which proceeds to deflate. Pap and
V.K. discover that Stamper’s assistant, Jim, had used a
bicycle pump to inflate the same horse that Pap had acquired

b

’

from Beasley Kemp (and traded to Pat in the first place),
colored it black, and resold it to Pap. As a result, Pap is-:
out the money his wife gave him to buy the separator and has
nothing to show for it except the mule and the horse he - -
started the day with.

When he returns home, Vynie sets out for Jefferson
herself with Beasley Kemp’'s horse and returns with the mi 1K
separator, having apparently persuaded Stamper to revoke the
dsgls he made with Pap. Thus Vynie effectively brings her
hdsband’ s horse-trading adventures to an end.

"The Souring of Ab Snopes" is essentiélly the same as
"Fool About a Horse" in the details of its plot, with the
following exception. When Ab returns home to Vynie without
the milk separator, she sets out for Jefferson herself with
Beasley’s horse, returns home, and sets out a second time
with the family’s only cow. She then returns home with the
machine, but she can only use it to separate a bucket of
milk which Ab has had the foresight to borrow from V.K's
family. The story concludes with Ab asking V.K. to bring
another gallon of milk along with him the next morning
because, he tells his young neighbor of the separator, "'It
looks like she is fixing to get a heap of pleasure and -
satisfaction outen it.’" ' '
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