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The Traglc Possibilities of William Faulkner's
Absalem, Absaloml

Various Faulkner oritics, such as Prederick Hoffman,
Cleanth Bréokl, Lawrence Thompson, and John Lewis Lengley,
Jr., have desoribed William Faulkner's novel Absalom, Absslom!
as a tragedy or Tﬁomas Sutpen as a2 tragic herc.} When
Williem Van O'Connor discusses the rise and fall of the
Sutpen family and the South, and Thomas Sutpen's and the
South's flaw, he hints at tragedy.? 0lga Viokery would
partially agree vith these traglic interpretations, for she
states that Mr. Compson makes his narration a tragedy.d
Richard Sewall writes that Thomes Sutpen 18 net a tragic
hero but that Faulkner's viaion in Absalom, Absalom! is
trngic.‘ Other oritics, such ss Irving Howe and Walter
Slatoff, bellieve that Absalom, Absalom! is not a tragedy

or that Thomas Sutpen is not a tragic hero.® Consequently,
problems arise ss to the nature of tragedy and the suite
ability of & tragic interpretation of Absalom, Abasalom!l.

lrpederick J. aorrman, 111 ner, pp. 74, 76, 77,
Cleanth Brooks ars nggapgtaugga

Country, pp. zegh 59% Lten Peul .
fawronco ompson, William gg §§%gg Introduction
and Intor retation, pp.’ 4, 65, 1 .

wis Longley Ir. Tht igug;u Mask: A Study
aulgggr'a Heroes, paasié. ’ -

%§111iam Faulkner, pp. 26, 27.

. 5? e Novels of Willisem Faulkner: A Criticel Interpre-
tntion, pp. -%0, }

4@!3 Vision of Tragedy, pp. 138, 143, 147.

SIrying Howe, William FPaulkner: A Oritical Stu 223.
Walter Slato lur®:™ E Study “3!"§£;figg
Paulkne?, pp. 201,
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The confusion might be explained in various ways: the
critics' definitions of tragedy vary; some of the critics
are using the term tragic iooaoly, using it in & nen-
literary asense; or the critics are interpreting the novel
differently.

Regardleas of how one may explain the confusion, the
problem remains. Does Absalem, Absalom! constitute a
tragedy? To snswer the question adequately, one must
consider a definition of tragedy itself, The requirements
for tragedy must remain somewhat objective; for, as Longley
writes, "at the end, tragedy, in order to happen at all,
must take place in the consciousness of the beholder."®
However, some characteristics sesm necessary to any definition
of tragedy, and some rsasonable definition must be used if
classification is not to become meaningless.

From the time of Aristotle's first definition of
tragedy until the present, acholars have tended to agree
that for tragedy teo exist in a literary work there must
be a particular character (or charescters), s tragiec hero,
through whom the trsgic vision may be presented. This

7 He

eragic hero is 2 "man heightened and intensified.
appears to De a little larger than life; he has s grestness

or nobllity about him. He is basically good but not

8pp. 165-166.

TRar1 Jaspers, "The Traglo: Awareness; Basic Chare
acteristics; Fundsmental Interpretations® in Lawrence
Anthony Michel and Richard B, Sewall, eds., Tra H

Nodern Essays in Criticism, p. 24.
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pre-eminently so; for while he is sdmirable, he is alaso
humsn. He must have a dignity end position above thas average
if his faillngs and fall asre to be al sastrous enough te
seom tragic, but hia character cannot be seo far above the
standard that he 1s unrealistic and unadble te¢ evoke sympathy.

This hero has a human failing or a flaw which causes
him te fall from his preferred positien., The flaw is
usually & weakness in his character which allows him te
make a misjudgment or a faulty decision in a major
situation in his life. Once he has made this mistake,
his world is disrupted and he is precipitated to depths
of questioning, suffering, and despair which he has never
before known. Of course the flaw may be continuous and
may affect the hero's sction over a long period of time
rather than emerge in just a single instance. Intertwining
elementa of deterministic fate and his own free will have
merged to produce his flaw and his resulting downfall.
Forces or powers over which he has no centrol have probably
determined the conditions which force him to make his
Judgment or chelce, and heredity and environment have
to an extent determined the character which contsins his
flaw, Yet he ia not just s pawn to be pushed arcund by
gods or by forces or conditions in the world. He has
some control over his own life. He must be at leaat
partially responsible for his fall if his disaster is to be
traglc. The hero does have & cholce to make; he alone
makes the decision which begins his downfall., He could
do otherwise if he hed the strength and foresight or 1f
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he hed developed his character in a different manner, but
instead he "enters into tragic invelvement that inevitably
must destroy him,"8

Onece the hero's choice 18 made and his deaﬁrumtion
beginag, "he 1{s heroic in hia cspacity for committing himaelf
to 2 tragic choice and then accepting the ecnauquanaaa.“g
In his coursgeous persiatence to continue regardless of the
physical pain and the apiritusl and mental angulish thet are
parts of his suffering, the hero becomes aware of the
"sense of ancient evil, of 'the blight man wes born for,®
of the permanence and the mystery of human uutroring.”lo
He begins to see as he has never before been able to see.
He become: awars of the disorder, inconsistency, evil, and
injustice in the world ercund him., His suffering is made
to seem incomprehensibly severe for his flaw; he cannot
even compensate for his error. Yet he persists. His
suffering continues and intensifies. But with the increase
in pain, the hero continues to increase in fortitude and
compassion, His noble character continues te uphold him
as he acta in sn increasingly admirable manner, forcing
himself to endure sach new torturs. In his "monomanisoc
intentnnaa,”ll he 1is "capsble of rising above both fear

and common sense and of meeting dostiny."lﬁ Thus, while

®v1a., p. 15.
Herbert J. Muller, The Spirit of Tragedy, p. 22.

IOSouull, Pe 6o
llrpsd., p. 138.

1Zyuiler, p. 24.
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he falls from his position, he increases in dignity and
nobility.

As & means of malting the hero's conflict with thes
pervasive evil more atriking and mere conecrote, the author
may quite often, although not necessarily, particularige
in & character the forces that are destroying the hero,
This villein may have attractive qualities, such as a
superior wit or intelligence, charm, an understanding eof
and ability to manage {or manipulate) people, or physical
beauty; but his moral view and philosophy of life are
contrary to the espproved, established code., He 13 usually
personslly ambitious and contemptuous of others for their
apparent stupldity. He succeeds in his evil plans and
devious methods with little or no restriction. His view
of 1life seoms to predominate in the world as the herc is
suffering. Yet he, too, like Iago or Edmund, will usually
suffer in the end. He will be seen for what he ls end will
be temporarily restrsined as men once sgain attempts to
rid himself of one manifestation of existing evil.

%hile the importance of the villain has been diminished
by the end of the tragedy, the suffering of the heroc has
not been mitigated or jJustifisd. The hero must experience
the final suffering: he must die. But before his death,
the hero gains self-knowledge. He sesrches and guestions
until he finde his error and benefits from it. He gains
an insight into and understanding of his problems ana 1life
that he has not previously attained, For a time perhaps
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chaos and evil and his blight are all that he can aee,
but he overcomes the destructive forces and he 1s able to
meet 1ife and his own death with the knowledge that hes may
never be able to understand the mysteries inherent in 1life
and death dbut that the struggle to live by his own will
is worth while. He has gone through pain and suffering and
self-doubt, but he becomes a more compassionate and & more
adruirable man for it.

It is not enough that the suffering brina§ about a
change in the hero, for "unless the pity and fear and the
purgation of them are brought about by the spectacle as
sesn, there can be no brugody."15 Or as Sewall states,
"the suffering must make s difference somewhere outside
himself."* Because of the mctions of the hero, the reader
learns to velue life more highly and to meet 1ife with more
knowledge, 1f with more sober thoughts. The worth of man
emerges as the tragic but ennobling destruction of the
hero gives 1ife a fuller meaning. There may be no way of
avoiding or alleviating suffering end the world may remain
harsh and indifferent; but by meeting his fate, the hero has
"not only reasserted the dignity of the human apirit but

proved 1ts strength by holding fast in unoortninty."15

15Longloy, pe 66,

l4nqhe Tragic Form"™ in Michel and Sewall, p. 128.
15 muller, p. 3534.
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The reader sxperiences pity and terror at observing the
severes pain which the hero has had to endure, but the manner
in which the hero has conducted himself in meeting that
suffering creates 8 catharsias or release that makes the
rasnder better for having experienced 1t. The pity and terror
are created to provide the reader a vicarious experisnce,

but the release and satisfaction involvé more; the reaction
involves an admiration for the hero's conduet, a gain in
personal knowledge and underatanding, and a reconciliation
toward 1life because "the accepted order of things ise

fandamentally questioned only to be more triumphantly

reafrirmed," 1o

The reguirements for tragedy in a literary work are
high, but the loftiness is 2z necesality if "tragedy suggests
and brings %o reslization the highest possibilities of
man."17 Although it is essentisl to use the basic definitien
of tragedy flexibly, the requirements csnnot be dismissed
when judging & work for tragic possibllities. Consequently,
for Wiliiem Faulkner's novel Absalom, Absalom! to be
accurstely called tragic, it should meet the variouas

characteristics of tragedy as outlined above.

But befors trying te determine if Fsulkner's novel

fitas the basic pattern of tragedy, one must deal with an

l6yerbert Weisinger, Iragedy and the Paradox of the
Portunate Fall, p. 2€86.

17 Jaspers in Michel and Sewall, p. 6.
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even more fundamental problem., Herbert Muller writes:

By general consent there have been only four

important periods tragedy/, all of them

brief; the ancient “Greek, confined to Athens

of the fifth century B. C.,; the Elizabethen,

in the generation of Shakespeare; the French

classical, in the generation of Corneille and

Raeine; and the modern, insugurated by Ibsen.

At that, there 1s some dispute about the genu-

inenesss of Prench cla.uiea} tragedy, and much

more about modern tragedy. 8
Although the reasens for tragedy existing or net existing
in literature at any particular time are not agreed upon,
apparently the culture and the prevailing philosophies in
the culture affect the possibdility of an author producing
trsgedy. Muller continues, "None of the great Eastern
civilizations have produced tragadxflg apparently because
"tragedy can bs created only by free men, with minds and
wills of their own,"20 ywhereas the Eastern man has been
subservient to the gods, But "a natter of increasing

importance--the relation of Christianity to tragedy"> --

presents a more pressing problem to the Western eritic.

Of course Chriatianity is not the only doctrine or philo-
sophy prevalent in Western society, and it may no longer

even be a dominating force. Yet Christianity has had such
a profound and continuing effect on Western oculture that
1t may have also affected the posaibility of tragedy in
literature. Sylven Barnet argues that Christianity cannot
be traglic since "Christian teleoclogy robs death of its

189: ix

1913; d.
2Q@vi1d., p. 326.
2lMichel end Sewall, p. vi.
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stina«“ag

Lawrence ¥ichel believes that "there is a basic
incompatibility between the tragic and the Christian
view,"23 while W, H. Auden believes that "Greek tragedy
is a tragedy of necessity® whereas "Christian tragedy
is the tragedy of peuuibility;‘z‘ Sewall argues that
Christianity adds a new dimension to the suffering and
terror, for "Not to believe /means/to face, alone snd
unaccommodated, a void of meaninglessneass to which the
revelations of Christianity /Bave/ added the ultimate
terror: infinity,"25

The relevance of the argument cannot be ignored in
evaluating a work coming out of a basically Christian
soclety where the author cannot help but be influenced by
Christian values., If Christianity is antithetic $o tragedy,
then presumably any work reflescting Chriastien values is
automatiocally not tragic. Absalom, Abaalom! dees contain
some Chriatian elements, The novel has a Christian setting.
Mr. Coldfield is a prominent Methodist., Rosa, Ellen,
Judith, and Henry attend church regularly. Sutpen's flaw
of inhumanity might be traced to lack of the Christian

values of love, understanding, and forgiveness. The title

22¢74mt tations of a Christiaen Approach te Shakespeare"
in Michel and Sewall, p. 202.

23%7he Possibility of a Christian Tragedy® in Michel
and Sewall, p. 235.

24nrhe Christian Tragic Hero: Contrasting Ceptain
Ahab's Doom and ite Classical Oreek Prototype®™ in Michel
and Sewall, p. 234.

253ewall, p. 5.
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is an allusion to the Biblical story of David and his sons.
But Sutpen, who presumably should be anslogous to David, is
known to attand‘ohurch only twice~-when he sees Ellen Coldfield
and when hs marries her--and he is not presented as a religious
man. The analogy between the Biblical story and the Sutpen
story fails, for since Sutpen is incapable of love, he is not
& David and neither ason can be Absalom. The title remains
ironie. Christianity is in the novel as part of the back-
ground, part of the Southern soclety out of which the story
develops; but Christisanity, as a doctrine, i3 not a force
which by itself changes or creates the conditions which
produce the story. 8Since the Christian elements seem to
have little significant effect on the total vision of the
nevel, the Christian aspects cannet eliminate the possibility
of Abselom, Absaloml! being a trazady.as

Furthermore, it does not seem that Christianity and

tragedy are necessarily antithetic. In Christienity
suffering on sarth can be endured if one continues to be
faithful, for death is merely a mesns to everlasting 1ife,
reward and salvation, The effecta of earthly torture are
negated by the prespesct of an ultimate, everlasting parsdise.
Yet 1t can be argued that terror and trsgedy are not gone,
for the individual is now faced with an even more terrible

fate, He now faces the problem of believing or not believing

2641 ohel himself restricts the application of his
statement. He says that Paulkner is pre-Christian or
Stoie. Michel and Sewsll, p. 231,

In contrast to Mischel, Cleanth Brooks calls Sutpen a
"geculariged Puritan® and Charles Bon a "lapsed Romen
Cathollie,” p. 302,
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in God; of choosing, through his own free will, and being
acoepted inte an everlasting kingdom or receiving eternal,
never-ceasing damnation., Perhaps the conditions for tragedy
change alightly in a Christian sstting, but the posaibility
of tragedy remains. The Christian may asctively seek his
suffering, but once the tragic hero has fallen, he meets
his torture with a similar determination. Significantly,
both Christianity and tragedy are ultimately concerned with
the struggle against evil, with the worth of the individual,
and with man's ability to rise above the evil that surrounds
him,

As one reviews the characters in Absslom, Absalom!
Thomas Sutpen emerges as the only possible tragic hero. 27

Sutpen does have B greatness or nobility that is above
the average; he does "achleve a kind of zran&our,”aﬂ

He obtains the land and produces Sutpen's Hundred by his
own hand. He helps bulld the house and plant the seed

himself. When he finally succeeds, 1t is because of

277¢ might be suggested that Quentin Compson 18 a
tragic character, but the readsr does not know enough
sbout Quentin from the novel &bnq;gga Absalom! to judge
him adequately. %gg So and the must be conalidered
simultaneoualy before the tragiec possibilities of Quentin
ean be discussed. However, Sewall says "the tragedy is
Quentin's,” p. 143.

Thompaon believes that Thomas and Henry are both
tragedies of character whereas Charles Bon 18 a tragedy of
fate’ pp. 168-169, 4

Brooks argues that Henry has the "truly tragic dilemma,”
ps 5034

asaruoka, p. 307.
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his own perseverance and intelligence, He 1s a leader,
too. Juring the bullding of his house he 13 able to catch
his Negroes "at the psychological instant dy example, by
some ascendency of forbearance rather than by brute fearn2?
until tﬁoy produce a mansion out of the mud of the awamps.
Sutpen does not beat the strange~spesking blacks until
they obey or put them under an overseer; but he guides and
directs them by working naked in the mud himself until with
pure determination and a little architectursl help, together
they erect a massive Southern plantation home. The Prench
architect is persuaded to ocome and direct the dbullding
of the house and to remain until it ia finished dy some
power of Sutpen's that does not consist entirely of threats
and physical force, The architect does attempt to leave
once, and he uses all of his ingenuity and engineering
knowledge to evade his cannibalistic pursuers; but the
attempt is made only once, he is not gusrded or particularly
watched by Butpen, he is not mistresated, and he leaves
freely once his job is completed. The erection of the
house is a rather grand, if earthly, spectecle itself, The
men of the community often aeme to Sutpen's Hundred to
wateh the Negroes and Sutpen meke the bricks, build the
house, and transform the swﬁmylund into a fertile plantation.
Hig taak is @voréauoring, yet he succeeds.

Thomas Sutpen is a leader in the Civil War also,

He baanﬁon 8 colonel and receives a citation signed by lee.

295&"11, pe 139,



13
The number of officers in the Confederacy may havs been
excessive, and perhaps citations were commen; yet one
cannot imagine 3utpen remaining én inconspicuous footsoldier
and not becoming an active and influentlal officer.  And
apparently his fighting ability is nothing new. As & very
young maen during his stay in Haitl, his almost senseless
daring and courage saved his life and lives of the planter
and his family. By some inexplicable means, Sutpen was
able to orush the Negro insurrestion on the sugar plantation
and survive himself, although he was greatly outnumbered
and severely wounded,

Sutpen's abilities are not entirely physiecal. Ne
aspires to rise above the conditions in which he was bom.
He desires to better himself, which i1s usually considered
admirable., Although Sutpen is certainly unschooled, he
finds his way to the West Indles and succeeds there in the
sugar business with no previous knowledge or experience in
the field., Evidently the planter thinks enough of the
young Sutpen to allow his only daughter to msrry him.
Though the daughter may be slightly tainted by her racilal
background and therefore limited in her marriage cholces,
the father probably would not consider juat any man accept-
able for his daughter. Later, the Missisesippl country
folk are critical of Sutpen's speaking the barbariec language
of his Africans, but his abllity to speak French is another
indication of his versatility and intelligence~-and perhaps
of his superiority to the Mississipplians, for they do net

realize what the atrange tongue is,
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Sutpen ia more than an average man, Seemingly, he
can do almost anything he deeides to do. But Sutpen is
not superhumen. He certainly is not perfect, His very
desire to succeed, his power to overcome, leads to his
human failing, his flaw, He i1s never willing to stop at
ressonable limita. He continues to push ahead to any
extreme until he succeeds, regardleas of how he does it
or whom he hurts. Sutpen's design is alwaye firat, All
else 1z negligible, Consequently, snyone or snything that
might alter his design or cause him to fail in achieving
his plan must suffer. He ias so invelved in his desire
to become a member of the white ruling class and
esteblish a dynasty of his own that he is really completely
unaware of the feellings of others, He does net purposely
hurt his first wife and son; but hecause they have Negro
blooed, they destroy his chance of fulfilling his design.
Furthermore, Sutpen dbelieves that the girl and her father
have misled him because they have let him believe that her
mother 1s Spanish rather than Negroid; conseguently, he
believes that he 1s not obligated to continue his part of
the marriage contract., Yet Sutpen does not complain of
the wrong that has besn committed against him, He accepts
the situation and attempts to make just retryibution to
his wife, He does not just leave; he provides for her and
their son. As Cleanth Brooks notes, Sutpen is not
actually immoral; he has his own code of behavior in whieh
justice has besn done. Sutpen believes that mere "justice

is snough-~that there 18 no claim that cannot be satisfied
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by sufficient money payment."5C Payment 1s given; he can now
forget about the wife and child and begin over cnce agein,
No question of right or wrong nor any a6t of inhumanity is
favolved, as far as Sutpen 18 concerned. He is not being
evil or cruel, for his problem 1s thet he cannot distingulsh
between good and evil, He has

that innccence whiech bellieved that the ingredients

of morality were like the ingredients of pie and

cake and once you had messured them and bslanced

them and mixed them and put them into the oven

1t was all finished SYd nothing but pie or

cake could come out,
He has pald his debt; he is free of any obligation towards
his family, ‘

However, the payment does not release Sutpen; inatead,
1t begins his fall. M"Convineing himeelf that the claims
of morality have been sppeased by & financlel settlement,
his first crime ageinat humanity ie committed">2 when he
ignores hies firat wife and child, His downfall econtinues
as he treats other characters in a like menner. He
sees none of them as individuals but only as objects te
be manipulated for his own purposes. He chooses to
marry Ellen Coldfield not because he has any personal
fealing for her but because she meeta all of hiz require-
ments for an acceptable wife., 8he is the daughter of a

respected shopkeeper and ardent churchgoer. She is above

308pooks, p. 300.
Slys111am Paulkner, Absalom, Absaleml p. 263.

32Bpooks, p. 293.
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the social level of the white trash; yet he will net be
marrying into the elite planter's socisty, for he still
desires to schieve that station by himself. He can
persuade Mr, Coldfield to approve the marriage because
they have slready been involved in & disreputable business
dealing. Sutpen has no humanitarian desire to keep his
cannibalistic Negroes frem consuming the French architect
when they capture the prey; but he camnot allow the
Frenchman to bs destroyed, for he needs the architectural
knowledge to finish the house. The man is unimportant
(the Negroes believe the Frenchman relinquishes his right
to his 1ife when he runa awsy), but the construction
must be completed. BSutpen refuses to even recognize
Charles Bon when he comes home with Henry, for that debt
has long been paid. He destroys his son Henry by giving
him the information that he knows will cause Hemry to pre-
vent the merriage between Charles and Judith., He offends
Rosea by his proposal that they have a chlld before they are
married and if 1t is a Yoy, then he will marry her, His
inhumanity continues to the end. Milly Jones, the poor
white trash girl, produces Sutpen's last hope for a male
heir; but when the baby is a girl, Sutpen cen only say
that 1f Milly were a mare, he would take care of her.

Sutpen's inability to distinguish between right and
wrong~-~his innocence of moral values~-and his resulting
fall are a product of the intertwining elements of pre-

determined action and his own fres will. Sutpen is born
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$o a white trash family in the Virginia mountain area. He
is fated %o this birth and to the river journey that
eventually leads to his encounter with the Negro servant
at the white men's plantation. But his sctions cease to
be entirely fated when he realizes that there are three
different classes of men: HNegroes, white trash, and the
respected white planter, When the Negro servant orders
Sutpen to go to the back door without even listening to
what he has to say, Sutpen knows for the first time that
he is not acceptable to all men. Back in the hill country
he recognized thet ss & result of good or bad luck there
were the "haves” and the "have-nots™, but now he knows
that this simple diatinction 1is not enough. This initiation
at the white planter’s front door destroys his pressnt
conception of life, csuses him to see the differences in
the levels of soclety, and impels him to run away to become
& member of the rich and powerful minority. The conditions
for his initiation may be predetermined but his resulting
actions sre at lesst partially controlled by his own choloe.
But Sutpen retains his ohlldhood innecence in that he never
realizes that others are also searching for an identity
and are human beings trying to make "at lesat a acrateh,
something, something that might make a mark on something

that was once for the reason that it can die someday."S®
In trying to improve his own position and prove his worth,

S3Faulkner, p. 127,
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Sutpen forgets his lesson and ignores the humanity of
anyone else.

In contrast, 1t might at first appear that Sutpen
is free to make the choloe to rise above his white trash
background and to chooss the methods he will use to riase.

He chooses to disregard his first wife and child. Ilater,

he refuses to recognize his son Charles Bon. He willfully
decides to tell Henry that Charles is part nigrn because

he knows that Henry will then not allow the marriage betwsen
Judith and Charles; thus, not only does he intentionally

rid himself of Charles, dut he alsc destroys Henry and his
hope for a future dynssty, He purposely alienates Roas by

a suggestion that is sure to horrify her because he prefers
not to entangle himself in a marriage situation that may not
produce the son he craves. Repeatedly Sutpen is given an
opportuni ty to overcome his lack of humanity, but because

of his conditioned character, he repeatedly acots in a manner
that he believes will help him achieve his design but whioch
actually enly forees him further downward. He has a cholce,
but in reality he can only act in one way.

Once Thomas Sutpen makes his fateful decision of
dissolving his relationship with hia first family and his
destruction begins, he commits himself to his decision and
attempts to meet the destiny he has oreated. Sutpen
realizes that time is getting short for him and that the
years in Haiti and the resulting dissster have put him
behind in his schedule to achieve his coveted position,
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He must now work even harder to attain his goal, He obtains
his lands, butlds his house, sows the flelds, furnishes the
mansion, chooses a wife, begets his children, and just as
he might feel that he has sccomplished what he has set out
te do, his dresm is once again shattered., At the time when
he hes finally eatablished himself as a permanent part of
the Jefferson community and might expect nothing in his
future but further success, greater wealth, and a recognized
dynasty, Charles appears and the Sutpen family 1s torn apert.

Almost simultaneously, the serenity of the Yoknapatawpha
country and the South is disrupted as war breeks out and
the inhuman and outdated scclial structure in which Sutpen
haa attempted to succeed collapses. Naturally, Sutpen's
flaw by Ltaslf Aid not create the Civil War, but if his
flaw can be considered symbolic or aymptomatic of the Scuth's
inhumanitye-~the white man's utter disregard of Negroes aa
fellow human beings or as brothers in mankind~-then perhaps
Sutpen's personal blight is just one example in a whole view
of destruction, The entire South does suffer. The Qivil
War is fought on Southern soll. Land is destroyed; homes
are devastated. Burning and looting are commonplace. The
poeople themselves react in various ineffective ways, Nr.
Coldfield locka himself into his room and starves to death
beceuse he cannot face the situation or accept the change
in conditions. Judith, Clytie, and Rosa, as representatives
of the women in general, live rather aimlessly on the Sutpen
plantation, producing a little garden, wasting what food they
have, but principally Jjust waiting for the men to return,
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All purpose except staying alive, enduring, seems to have
disappeared from their livea. Perhaps Charles' letter to
Judith best i1llustrates the econfusion, injustices,
embiguities, and ironies present, The Southern soldiers
find stove polish in those boxes stamped with "that U. and
that 5."%% when they are clawing for food, yet they only
laugh; for "1t really requires an empty stomach to laugh
with, that only when you are hungry or frightened do you
extract some ultimate essence out of laughing.">° To talk
of hunger and gunfire i1s mere redundancy for Charles,
Although the mind is inured to hardship and privation, the
body "is still immersed and obviously bemused in recollections
of old peasce and contentment the very names of whose scents
and sounds I do not know that I remember.">° Charles loses
all feith in 1ife as he believes that he and Judith are

"ineluded among those doomed to 11vo~“av

But the incongruity
of shipping the stove polish "to polish the stove before
firing the houne“aa is not an isolated instance of misplaced
values, Similarly, Sutpen manesges to smuggle two mammoth
marble grave stones into the country and force his troops

to drag them through battle and retreat even though methods

to _smuggle or carry needed food or supplies fall.

S4paulkner. p. 130.
*ruig.
381p14,, p. 131,

S71vi4., p. 132.
aabld- s Ps 130,
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Eventually the sctual war ceases, but the suffering does
not disappear, nor do the conditions radically change.

There are carpetbaggers from the North, snd the dle~hard
Southerners retaliate through the Klan. But Sutpen refuses
to join the Klanj; he is only interested in tryiha to rebutld
hi¢ wreoked plantation. He perseveres, but he ias an older,
tireder man now. There will naver be a productive Sutpen's
Hundred agein. He spends more and more of his time with

the trashy Wesh Jones nnd'buyn the fifteen~year-old grende
daughter Milly for a few cheap trinkets. BSutpen's glory

is gone, yet he never really complains, He tries to sccept
each new situation and overcoms his problems so that he

can finally achieve the position he desires. He never really
gives up trying although he may subconaciously realize that
his dream igs leat.' Sutpen's claim to an increase 1nfﬁian1ty
end nobility is ambiguous. He does persist, and he does
commit himself %o his traglc cholice; but his perseverance

- bscomes a blind adherence to a lesk, soclal ldeal, and in
hiz increasingly degrading manner of trying to achleve his
goal, he diminishes his own stature,

Although & villain does not dominate throughoul
Peulkner's novel, in Miss Ress's narration, a villsin does
exist. Ross sees the villaln as 2 Satanic figure, but this
villain 18 not working sgainst the hero becauss the #illain
is the here himself. The possibility of Sutpen being a
tragic hero is not destroyed by his concurrent presenta-
tion as a villain., The combination of a villain and
& tragic hero i@ not unknown in 1§ terature {(Macbeth is
the prime example), although the dual role may make an
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effestive and sywpathetic presentation of the character more
difficult, Since Miss Rosa's narration comes first, the
reader must overcome his conceptions of Sutpen as & villaln
when he obtains the further evalustions of Sutpen's character
and actiona.

Rosa sees Sutpen am a man of a different breed. He has
an unknown baeckground. How he obtalns his land and furnishes
bis house are questionsble. He owns strange-speaking slaves
who cover themselves only with mud as they ereot his mansion.
Rosa draws a plcture of Sutpen carrying Ellen away after a
disasstrous wedding ceremony. Rosa believes that Sutpen
corrupts his own daughter: Judith, too, enjoys the wildly
reckless rides to church and the vieclous, barbariec fighting
in the barn. Rosa says Ellen was not unawsre of his demonie
powera; for as Ellen dies she asks Ross to protect the twe
Sutpen ehildren, Henry and Judith, even though Rosa is
younger than they. The final proof of Sutpen's villeinous
character, as far es Niss Rosa 18 concerned, is his immeral
propesal to her that they experiment before marriage and
that 1f Rosa produces a male heir, then Sutpen will marry
hier. Rose iz appalled at the immorality of the suggestlen,
but she is even more repulsed by the manner in which he makes
the auggestion. The 1dea seems to cecur to Sutpen as he is
working in the fleld, and he goes %o Resa and proposes the
trial as 1f he were setting up & astudding arrangement between
animals with a neighboring plantation owner. Sutpen has no
feeling for Rosa; she is just an object by which he might
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once again eatablish the dynasty which he has lost.

Even as Rose viewa Sutpen as an evll msn, she 1a ready
to admit hls intelligence or cunning. Regardless of how
Sutpen obtalned his land and furniihlnxa for his house, it
took a man of unaommon sense to do it, His leadership during
the war likewlse indlcates his capabilities. He 13 a very
personally ambi¥ious man. Sutpen thinks only of Sutpen,
and anything that atands in his path will have to give way.
The townspeople finally sccept hime«they may even admire
him for his accomplishments~-but they de¢ not really bruat
him, for hls code of behavioupr is not their code. Sutpen
appears to remain aloof a3 he keeps his past and his plans
for the future to himself, He seems to have a contempt for
almost all of the townspeople, or at least Rosa believes
that Sutpen considered them inferier,

However, Rosa's view of Sutpen 1s a distorted one.
Sutpen has personally affronted her; and she will never forget
it, nor forgive him for it. Her whole view of Sutpen 1is
colored by this one act. Everything that she has known or
bolieved about him iz changed by his unsocceptable propoesal,
The reader can never know what Rosa's original attitude toward
Sutpen wasj for as she retells the story, her memory of
Sutpen as she was growing up and during and after the war
cannot be objeotive. Deeply hurt by him, she in return is
going to magnify his faults and make the character in her

narration as evil as possible.
BShe must not have always belleved he was extremely

villainous, for she dld accept his proposal of marrisge and
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was looking forward to that marrisge. Of course, Rosa was
rapidly reaching the sge of becoming an old mald snd there
were net many marriageable young men after the war; thus,
Sutpen may have been her only pesslibility of marriage, her
only chance of partaking of life. Yet her acceptance of
Sutpen is more than mere availability; Sutpen was a wealthy
man; he had the determination to succeed sgain; he was a war
hero; he had the physical appearance of a majestic leader,
Rosa was infatuated 1f not in love, Sutpen may be & villain,
and he has some unﬁasirabie qualitiea, but his actions are
not 8o much jmmoral and devious as amoral and thoughtless.
Thus, Rosa's view 18 not a complets view.

The real problem in seeing Sutpen as a traglc hero is
not that he 1s also partially a villaln but that he nsver
guestions the reasons for his fall. Sutpen is given the
opportunity to review and question his paat actions when
Bon appears and his grand design begins to collapss. But
be doea not see his flaw; he only believes %that he has made
a mistake that needs reectifying. He tells Quentin's grand-
father, General Compson,

You #ee I had m design in my mind, Whether 1¢

was & good or a bad design is beside the point;

the question is, Where did 1 make the mistake

In 1t, what 414 T do or miasde in 1it, whom or

g&g?aigg?gg by 4% to the extent whioh this would
He 8t1ll believes that he must owe a payment somewhere, but

he cannot £ind where thet payment 1s required. He came to

391}?%0 5 Po 263,
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General Compson for an impartiasl mind to point out the mistske

to him, It was

Fot moral retribution you see; Just an old mistake
in fact which & man of courage and shrewdness (the
one of which he now knew he possessed, the other of
which he believed that he had now learned, acquired)
could still combat if counld only find out what
the mistake had been,

But Sutpen is not harrassed by the tragic herots doubts or
self+analysis. The searching for his mistake after Charles

Bon reappears is “as near an sctual spiritual struggle es

he ever AE@&uQ?."I The only ether indiecation that Sutpen
suffers spirituslly over his acts of inhumanity, partioulsrly

his repudiation of his wife and sen, is his telling General
Compson that he did have to struggle slightly with his conscience,

Sutpen sat in the office that afternoon afler
thirty years and told him how his consclence
had bothered him somewhat at first but that he
had argued calmly and legieally with his cone
solence until it was settled, just as he must
have argued with his conscience about his and
Mr, Coldfield's bill of lading (only probably
not as long here, since time here would be
presaing) until that was settled~ehow he
granted that by certain lights there was in-
Justiée 4in what he did but that he had obviated
that as wmuch as lay in hiutggwar by being
aboveboard in the matter; t he could have
simply deserted her, could have E&kﬁn his hat
and walked out, dut he dld nmot,.$

There is a quivering of self-doubt for Sutpen, but the
hesitation s oversome beceuse he has kept only twenty
slaves out of all that he could have claimed. He has made

Just restitution esccording to his code,

40rv14,, p. 267.
41lgewall, p. 142.
42pguliner, p. 263.
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Sutpen looks for his miatake, but when he does not find
1t, he seems to forget about it and merely determines not to
make another error. He may reaslize that his deaign ia
collapsing around him and that his struggle %o achieve it
is futile, but his mental and apiritual anguish is relatively
minor. He never searches; consequently, he never gains self-
knowledge, He never sess anything differently from what he
has seen previously., He never gains in insight because "of
that innocence which he had never lost, because after it
finally told him what to do that night he forgoet about it
and didn't know that he still had 1t."%3 At the end of the
book, Sutpen remains in attitude essentially the asame person
he was when the anvcl began. He repudiates his first wife
because she is partially Negre and, thus, does not fit his plan.
He dismisses Milly Jones because she has g girl ohild end,
consequently, dees not fit his plan either,

This lsok of growth in Sutpen diminishes his hereole
possibilities, Earlier Wash Jones was not allowed within
the house, and Sutpen would not assoclate freely with the
white trash; but now Wash Jones is a business partner and
a constant drinking companion. Before the war, Sutpen
would become nothing less than a successful plantation
owner; now he i3 a aseller of cheap trinkets, As a young
man he remained a virgin until he thought he had found
a wife wéruhy enough to bear the children who were to

%E&éw, Pe 240,
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inherit his dream; now any avalledle girl is good enough
to produce an heir for him. He does not incresse in stature;
rather he shrinks te a cemmon, disgusting, degraded,
bloated man.

But Sutpen's lack of insight 1s just ons example of
failure in a whole panerams ¢f feilures, Mr., Coldfield
locks himself away and starves. Rosa remains bitter.

Wash Jones destroys Sutpen, his granddaughter, the new-born
ochlld, and himself., The octoroen family ovalvia into
disillusionment, masochism, and finally 1diloccy. Henry
wastes away, hidden in the decaying mansion, The only
characters that seem to sucosed in 1life at all are Judith
and Clytie, possidly because they are willing to give of
themselves, are willing to love others. Judith zees that
Charles Bon'a octoroon wife-mistress knows of Charles'
death and can visit his grave. dJudith and Clytle attempt
to take care of and rear Charles Etienne, though they could
have ignored him, Judith dies because she catches Charles
Etienne's fatal disease while she is trying to nurse him
back to health. Clytie attempts to protect Henry and
watoh over Jim Bond, Clytie, too, gives her life for another
when she believes that Rosa wants Henry punished.

In the later evalustion of the legend, Bhreve's opinion
is, "The South. Jesus, No wonder you folks all outlive
yourselves by years and years and years."%® g goes

farther, %30 1% tales “wo niggers to get rid of ons Sutpen,

441bid., p. 377.
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don't 1&!,“‘5 but "You've got one nigger left. One nigger
Sutpen 1e2."%® ne concludes his evaluation by proclaiming
"that in time the Jim Bonds are going to conguer the
western hemisphere."47 Quentin's ambivalent reply that
he doss not hate thes South dces net alleviate the tension.
Why doea Shreve helieve Quentin hates the South and why
does Quentin pant in the cold air as he vehemently replies,
1f in fect he does not hate the Southy Does this vision
create affirmation? Yet if one considers Faulkner's 1980
Nobel Prize speech, Faulkner apparently attempted to create
and believed that he had presented an affirmative vision;
for through enduring, his characters and the South may
achieve an understanding and nobility that will be their
salvation. Perhaps ell is not blsckness. The South does
manage %o survive. But surely the prospect for a sccliety
that is eventually going to be controlled by a howling
1diot, a scelety that has gene through suffering and
deatruction to produce a lwwmtic progeny, is not opti-
mistic. Quentin can overcome his anceastry to the extent
that he can become friends with a Northerner, but he is net
helped by Sutpen's story., GQuentin is still undesided sbout
what he feels; he is still torn between the traditions
of the South and the importance and worth of eash individual.
The ending may not be totally nihilistie; but neither is
it optimistio; it remains ambiguous, too ambiguous for

45rp1a., p. 378,
461b1a.
471bsd.
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the reader to glean sufficient hope to release him from
his fear.

Since Sutpen does not resolve his problem and then
does not riss above his situation, no catharsis for the
reader is achieved, Neo hope for the future 1z given in
Sutpen’s 1life; for Sutpen not only never checks his ine-
humanity, he does not even recognize it, He falls and
fails again bscause he cannot or will not ses that he has
g8 moral flaw. One cannot sdmire Sutpen's conduct, except
perheps for his perseverance, because he does not galn
in dignity and knowledge. The reader does not hope that he
would mest & simlilar situation in the manner that Sutpen
has met his ecatastrophe. Sutpen does not become a glorified
hero; instead he becomes a wasted, defeated man. The
reader may feel sympathy for Sutpen, but the purgation
necsssary for tragedy 1s not created, In oversimplification
Sutpen does not die well,

Absalom, Absalom! contains aseveral literary char-

acteristics of tragedy. The novel 1s concerned with man's
very exilatence, with life and desth, with men's recurring
1nhumanity to man. Sutpen has "“some of the qualities and
many of the trappings of a tragle hero:"*® he has some
qualities of nobility, he has a flaw, he falls, and he
pergseveres. Yet ultimately he fails to bescome a tragic
hero becauss he never suffers extreme mental angulish, he

never questions or learns, he fails to recognize his error,

48gewall, p. 138.
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and he loses in stature. Sinee there 1s no tragic hero,
there is no catharsis. The spectacle presented does not
evoke plty and terror and purgation, nor does it give the
reader reason to hope or to establish an affirmation toward
life. Sutpen 1s utterly destroyed, and the reader ia lef$
to go elsewhers for help. DBecause of these deficiencies,

Absalom, Absaloml! cannot be called a tragedy.
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