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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

One needs only to go to the library and compare the number of 

books devoted to the study of tragedy to the number of books devoted 

to the study of comedy to see that tragedy has received by far the 

larger share of attention. He then needs only to begin a study of 

comedy to see why this statement is true. He will discover that trag

edy will survive the closest scrutiny and remain tragic, while comedy 

often disintegrates at the merest suggestion that it is being studied-

This elusiveness presents a great barrier which must be overcome. 

A number of studies have been devoted to humor and comedy in 

spite of the difficulties involved, but they almost always manage to 

take the fun out of their subject. Many of those who deal with the 

subject come to realize the futility of their work and would probably 

be willing to agree with a Faulkner character who says, "A joke that 

has to be diagrammed is like trying to excuse an egg, isn't It? The 

only thing you can do is, bury them both, quick."! No one is more 

careful or thorough in diagramming jokes than Freud is, and probably 

no one has taken more of the pleasure from humor. In his study, Freud 

distinguishes between twenty-three kinds of wit in addition to making 

a distiniition between comedy and humor,^ and he diagrams numerous jokes 

with all of the care and precision one would expect in the blueprint of a 



space capsule. He does not make humor funny, however, or enjoyable. 

In fact. Max Eastman criticizes him severely, saying, "Freud*s great 

sin against humor, and against the art of enjoying it, is that he 
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makes it all furtive." Such furtiveness robs humor of that free 

enjoyment which is its best attribute. 

Humor is full of paradoxes, and the first which one encounters 

is that although there is something amusing in a serious study of 

humor, the study of comedy is no laughing matter. People who are ac

cepted as authorities on the subject manage to avoid defining humor 

with such statements as, "The finest edge of any flavor can not be de-
4 

scribed, but only tasted," and "We shall not aim at imprisoning the 

comic spirit within a definition. We regard it, above all, as a liv

ing thing." Such statements are true but not very helpful. Robert 

Benchley, a prominent American humorist, approaches the problem more 

straightforwardly. He states confidently that "all sentences which 

begin with a 'W' are funny." Although it is difficult to find any 

loopholes in such a simple theory and although one would certainly 

appreciate a simple law such as this on which to test his ideas, he 

has to look no further than page two of Light in August to find that 

Benchley is in error. There one finds the sentence, "When she was 

twelve years old her father and mother died in the same simmer." 

Even a reader most prejudiced in favor of Benchley would have to ad

mit that the theory has failed here and thus cannot become law. 

In spite of the humility and restraint exhibited by a number of 

scholars, not all are timid about forming definitions. In his book 



on humor James Feibleman expresses the ambitious desire to "discover 

a theory of comedy which will prove permanently and ubiquitously 
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true." Since such men of renown as Bergson, Freud, and Aristotle 

have been unable to accomplish this feat, it seems doubtful that Mr. 

Feibleman can have more than limited success; but one can wish him 

luck and admire his courage, if not his judgment. 

Since Feibleman's ideas are relatively new and untried, it is 

best to return to the more established Poetics of Aristotle when one 

begins his study of humor. Here, Aristotle points out that comedy 

deals with that which is ludicrous. His explanation of the ludicrous 

is that it may be neither painful nor destructive although it consists 
9 

of that which is inferior and ugly. More recent scholars—especially 

those dealing with American humor—have disagreed with Aristotle's 

ideas and said that pain is as much a part of comedy as it is of life. 

Aristotle recognizes the similarities between the techniques of 

tragedy and those of comedy and points out that their main difference 

is in the subjects with which they deal. Tragedies are devoted to 

men of an exalted degree, while comedies are concerned with lesser men. 

Many feel that the purpose of comedy and tragedy is the same—to point 

out faults in those with whom they deal and also to point out these 

same faults in the audience or reader. 

The line between the two forms is so fine that one often has dif

ficulty distinguishing between the two. Eastman says, "You might al

most describe these typical Greek tragedies, if you did not care much 



about incest nor feel disturbed when people chop up their close friends 

and relatives, as practical jokes played by the author and enjoyed by 

the audience upon some haughty character who needs taking down." The 

situation in Faulkner is hardly different. If miscegenation, murder, 

and mayhem do not bother a person, he may laugh uproariously through

out much of Faulkner's works. Faulkner's combination of terror and 

laughter into the grotesque is best described by Malcolm Cowley when 

he says that to understand the effect of Faulkner's writing one must 

try to imagine Huckleberry Finn in the House of Usher telling scary 

stories until the walls fall down. The relation between comedy and 

tragedy in Faulkner's works is so pronounced and complex that one 

hardly knows how to react to it except to wait apprehensively lest 

the walls fall around him as they tumble around Faulkner's characters. 

Jesse Bier speaks of a "constant verging on nervous or absurd 

comedy" which permeates Faulkner's works, and he explains that there 

seems to be "an almost comic surfeit of sense in his serious work, 

and in his overt comedy, . . . the tantalizing excess of non-sense."1^ 

When a character such as Jason Compson attempts to deal with all of 

his problems in a completely sensible manner without any feeling, the 

tragic situations in which he is involved lose some of their tragic 

nature and border on the ridiculous. It may be that the reader could 

not bear to look on these tragic situations except from a comic per

spective. In such a case, Faulkner uses his comedy to perform the 

function which Renatus Hartogs attributes to jokes of "making the un-

13 
bearable bearable." 



Before continuing a discussion of the function of laughter, it 

is necessary to devote further study to trying to describe laughter 

itself. A great deal of study has been devoted to determining what 

causes laughter. One of the earliest theories that was formulated 

and which still has wide acceptance today was stated by Thomas Hobbes 

in 1651. In "Leviathan" he gave the first full explanation of laugh

ter—especially at the expense of someone else—when he said. 

Sudden glory is the passion which maketh those grimaces 
called laughter; and is caused either by some sudden act 
of their own that pleaseth them; or by the apprehension 
of some deformed thing in another, by comparison whereof 
they suddenly applaud themselves; who are forced to keep 
themselves in their own favour by observing the imperfec
tion of other men.l^ 

Stephen Leacock suggests that humor and laughter began early in 

the history of man when a caveman exulted over his fallen enemy. 

When one considers the things at which he laughs, he can see that 

this primitive aspect of laughter has not vanished. Quite often he 

is laughing at someone else's defeat or at his own triumph as Hobbes 

suggests. While more primitive man could laugh at his foe, no mat

ter how badly he suffered, civilization has brought about, according 

to Eastman, "the steady playing down of cruelty, and playing up of 

sympathy, in laughter." Early man felt no sympathy for his fallen 

enemy, and he could laugh freely. Henri Bergson, in his essay on 

laughter, repeatedly insists that there can be no sympathy or other 

feeling involved if a person is to laugh, but more recent students of 



the subject have concluded that feeling can no more be divorced from 

laughter than it can be separated from any other aspect of life; and 

man, therefore, laughs in spite of his feelings. 

In addition to the savage triumph that is often present in 

comedy, a number of authorities point out the relation between ter

ror and laughter. Nelvin Vos says, "Terror and laughter are twin 

children of their mother, imagination, since both are suspicious of 

mere facts and distrust any rational explanation of reality."17 Faulk

ner is perhaps most imaginative in his descriptions of comic and ter

rible events and in his combination of the two into grotesqueries. 

While there are a number of instances when he achieves this effect, 

Joanna Burden's murder comes most readily to mind. Byron Bunch de

scribes how a country man and his family happen by after the murder 

and find the Burden house on fire and Joanna dead inside: 

She was lying on the floor. Her head had been cut pretty 
near off. . . . The man said how he stood there. . . . 
And how he was afraid to try to pick her up and carry her 
out because her head might come clean off. . . . So he . . . 
jerked a cover off the bed and rolled her onto it and 
caught up the corners and swung it onto his back like a 
sack of meal and carried it out of the house and laid it 
down under a tree. And he said that what he was scared 
of happened. Because the cover fell open and she was lay
ing on her side, facing one way, and her head was turned 
clean around like she was looking behind her. (85) 

Ordinarily in comedy terror gives way to a happy solution which pro

vides release from the terror and makes it bearable and laughable. 

Such release never comes in the above situation, however; and one 



cannot be comfortable in his laughter. At the same time, he cannot 

be completely terrified because of the ridiculousness of the situa

tion. Here, as on many other occasions, Faulkner transcends analysis. 

Bier recognizes the part which terror plays in comedy, and he 

also says that the majority of events preceding the end of a 

comic episode constitute a "veritable succession of defeats."l° In 

spite of these defeats leading up to the climax, comedy is generally 

expected to end on a note of triumph. In her book on American humor, 

Constance Rourke, in speaking of the role of the Negro in American 

humor, says that triumph was characteristic of comedy in America until 

the Negro introduced a tragic undertone. This undertone remained 

largely submerged until Bret Harte created the tragi-comedy and intro

duced the elements of the humor of defeat.^^ In tragi-comedy, comedy 

exists even though there may be no triumphant ending. 

Defeat is a vital ingredient in the humor of Faulkner. His 

characters, tragic and comic alike, are defeated on numerous occasions-

Their reactions to defeat determine not only whether they are laughable 

but also whether they will be able to triumph at some later time. Those 

who refuse to accept their defeats gracefully and who struggle vio

lently against them set their own courses toward continued suffering 

and defeat. 

Neither the savagery, the terror, nor the defeat that have been 

mentioned can combine with humor without involving some sort of pain. 

The amount of empathy the observer feels with the sufferer determines 
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to a large extent whether he will be able to laugh at his predicament-

In spite of Aristotle and Bergson's insistence on the opposite point 

of view, Eastman is adamant in saying that pain is an essential in

gredient in comedy. He says that "the ludicrous is some form of pain 

or unpleasantness playfully enjoyed" and remarks that the primary in

volvement of literary people has been with the serious rather than the 

playful enjojnnent of pain. He insists that "unpleasantness and humor

ous delight are not remote" and says "Every kind of humor can be matched 

by a kind of pain." 

Eastman's insistence that "Everything that is tragic may be 

21 

comic if you contrive to take it playfully" can be verified by look

ing at the many parodies of great tragedies. In fact, the more seri

ous a situation is, the easier it is to mock it. Eastman contends 

that it is not the event itself which is comic or tragic. He says 

that one's laughter or tears are determined by whether he views a 

given situation playfully or seriously and by nothing else. For ex

ample, when a number of people see another person fall, their reac

tions may range from laughter to tears. All saw the same event; their 

reactions varied according to whether they thought first of the pain 

involved or of the ridiculous position in which the man who fell found 

himself. 

Vos insists that all things should be examined under the close 

scrutiny of comedy because only the serious and important can survive 

being ridiculed. Both Henri Bergson and George Meredith have pointed 



out the vulnerability of vanity and folly to laughter, and Meredith 

says that comedy can do much more to accomplish the defeat of foolish

ness than any serious attack. He says that Folly is "the daughter of 

Unreason and Sentimentalism" and has "great charms for the multitude." 

She is, however, "the natural prey of the Comic. . . . It gives her 

chase, never fretting, never tiring, sure of having her, allowing 

her no rest."^^ Bergson also says that "the specific remedy for van

ity is laughter, and that the one failing that is essentially laugh

able is vanity."^^ 

Paradoxically, Vos maintains, "One can never make light of the 

light (it cannot endure it), only light of the serious, the signifi

cant, that which all men do: love, copulate, marry, worship, and 

die."^^ Although these views may seem contradictory, they actually 

complement each other. All things can be looked at from a humorous 

perspective. Those which are vain and foolish will fall before the 

onslaught of comedy, while those which are important will survive and 

be strengthened by it. Faulkner is aware of the power of comedy and 

uses it to point out foolishness in every area of life from politics 

and religion to love and war. 

Most students of comedy agree that it has a corrective function, 

but even here there are those who insist that it has no such purpose. 

Meredith insists that one might as well "carry cannon on a racing-yacht" 

as try to put meaning into comedy, and he further maintains, "Morality 

is a duenna to be circumvented."^^ On the other hand," Bergson says 
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that "humour delights in concrete terms, technical details, definite 

facts. . . . A humourist is a moralist disguised as a scientist." He 

also states, "In laughter we always find an unavowed intention to hu

miliate, and consequently to correct our neighbour, if not in his will, 
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at least in his deed." The majority of scholars agree with Bergson 

that comedy performs a serious function of pointing out flaws whether 

they are merely foolish idiosyncracies or deep moral weaknesses. 

Although Irving Howe contends that it is insufficient merely 
27 

to say that Faulkner is a traditional moralist as many do, he is, 

among other things, a moralist; and he uses his comedy to point out 

moral deficiencies in the people he describes. He mocks the satis

faction with which people often view their faults. In Mosquitoes he 

tells of Mr. Talliaferro, who reveals his faults "with that smug 

complacence with which you plead guilty to a characteristic which you 
28 

privately consider a virtue." Faulkner uses Talliaferro to point 

out that the puritanical method of rigid discipline does not insure 

a person's morality. He says, "Mr. Talliaferro had got what is known 

as a careful raising: he had been forced while quite young and pli

able to do all the things to which his natural impulses objected, and 

to forgo all the things he could possibly have had any fun doing" (27-

28). As a result of his upbringing, he became such a bore that "even 

disease germs seemed to ignore him" (28); and one can hardly blame him 

for being proud of his weaknesses since they were all he had. 
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A few years after Faulkner wrote Mosquitoes and before he had 

received much recognition as a writer, Constance Rourke wrote, "Though 

extravagance has been a major element in all American comedy, . . . 

the extravagant vein in American humor has reached no ultimate expres

sion. "^^ Faulkner had already written the extravagant tall tales which 

appear in Mosquitoes, but he had not yet achieved the expertise which 

he displays in later works. The extravagant vein which Miss Rourke 

describes may not have reached its ultimate expression even in Faulk

ner, but it must have surely come close to it in such extravagant 

farces as those dealing with the spotted horses and the Pat Stamper-

Ab Snopes horse trade which Faulkner describes in The Hamlet. 

Of course, since Faulkner's concern is with the South, his hu

mor is typical of that region. People from outside the area have 

always tended to look on the South as a land of romance and chivalry 

where outmoded ideals flourish, and where lost causes rather than 

comedy prevail. Leacock points out that even though the pre-Civil 

War South had in addition to the qualities usually associated with it 

a humor of its own, this humor was not known outside the area and has 

not endured. The situation was quite different after the Civil War, 

however; and the Southern humorists who flourished at that time con

tributed much to Faulkner.^^ 

In describing the humor of the period after the war Bier might 

just as readily be describing that of Faulkner in a later day when 

he says, "The underlying motive force through this humor . . . is 
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something other than geniality and social positivism. Its character 

is compounded of unequal parts of sad comprehension, disillusion, pes-
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simism, and cynical amorality." Although these forces do underlie 

Faulkner's work, they do not achieve the dominance in it which enabled 

them to rob Mark Twain of his greatness. Mark Twain's pessimism in

creased until his latest works assumed a bitterness that would not 

allow them to be enjoyable. Faulkner's progress is in the opposite 

direction, and he becomes more optimistic so that his later works of

ten contain gentle folk humor which provides much enjoyment for his 

readers. 

Bier lists a number of comic techniques and devices which Faulk

ner uses skillfully and which are typical of Southern humor. Chief 

among them are the comic metaphor, understatement, and epithets. Of 

less importance are "comic catalogue and anticlimax, reversalism, cir-

cular disqualification, and comic contrasts of formal and informal 
32 

styles of speech." In addition to the contributions of the Southern 

writers. Bier points out that Faulkner drew from the Southwestemers 

such as G. W. Harris, T. B. Thorpe, and Mark Twain such features as 

"their distinctive admixture of violence and farce, terror and antic 

comedy." 

One must not allow himself to become so absorbed in the study 

of Faulkner's techniques that he loses sight of the larger part humor 

plays in his works. Humor does much more than merely provide Faulkner 

exercise in his literary skills. Bier points out that "The comic mode 
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has an essential function in his career and creates transformational 

34 
effects inside his whole work." He also reminds the reader that 

humor has been far more important to the success and failure of the 

chief literary figures of America than is usually admitted. Even 

those with the most serious and great ambition, such as Melville and 

Faulkner, have made great contributions to and drawn heavily from 

humor. 

Faulkner's skill is distributed among the three major areas of 

comedy—language, situation, and character—but it is in the develop

ment and presentation of memorable characters that he makes his most 

lasting contribution. Among his characters, besides those who fall 

into one of a number of classes of stereotypes, three major groups 

of comic characters emerge. These groups consist of butts, clowns, 

and wits; and the category in which a character belongs depends on 

his reaction to the ludicrous events around him. The butts are en

tangled in the ludicrous, struggle to rise above their situation in 

spite of overwhelming odds, and suffer defeat. The clowns accept 

their situation with all of its ludicrous aspects; and although they 

cannot rise above it, they do not struggle against it and are not 

defeated. Only the wit becomes really victorious, however, by re

maining aloof from and yet being aware of the ludicrous around him 

without becoming involved in it. 

There are a number of characters who can be placed in each 

classification, but a more thorough study of one character in each 
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group seems preferable to a shallow consideration of several. Mink 

Snopes, in his continual battle against forces beyond his control and 

his continual defeat by those forces, is the butt of a cruel cosmic 

joke beyond his comprehension. Gavin Stevens, by his involvement in 

the crises of those around him and his willingness to be made ludi

crous himself for others, becomes at the same time a victor and a 

victim. Only the wit, V. K. Ratliff, can perceive the absurdity of 

the world around him, recognize that it should be changed, have com

passion for those who are suffering, and still remain detached and 

thus undefeated. The objective of this thesis is to explore the es

sence of humor in Faulkner by analyzing the roles repeatedly taken 

by these three characters. 



CHAPTER II 

MINK SNOPES, THE BUTT 

Sometimes the least likeable of Faulkner's characters are 

those for whom one feels the greatest sympathy. They have no char-

acteristics which make them admirable or heroic; yet their plights 

are so pathetic that the reader cannot keep from feeling some sym

pathy for them. This feeling of sympathy prevents one's enjoying 

the laughter he would ordinarily expect in ludicrous situations such 

as those in which these characters become involved; for, although 

they repeatedly take part in ridiculous actions, one can never feel 

very comfortable in laughing at their foolishness. At the same time, 

the absurdity of their situations often keeps them from being unbear

ably pathetic. 

These characters lack the stature of heroes; it is impossible 

for them to fall from a high place, since they start at the bottom an 

never rise. They are isolated and alienated, and their inability to 

laugh at the many laughable situations in which they become involved 

brings about their ultimate destruction. Their rigidity is typical 

of the comic figure as Bergson describes him, and their inability to 

adapt to changing situations makes them ready targets for those who 

are more agile and quick-witted than they. Consequently, they become 

15 
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the butts of jokes that are not funny and the victims of the situa

tions which they attempt to manipulate. 

The butt is the least likeable of the trio of comic characters, 

and yet he is one with whom the reader often sympathizes because he 

so often needs sympathy. St. Chrysostom most succinctly described 

the butt when he said that a butt is "he who gets slapped."^^ As 

long as one can view this slapping with detachment and look at it 

intellectually rather than emotionally, he can laugh. If, however, 

he is allowed to see the butt's inner emotions and feel with the butt 

the sting of the blow, he can no longer remain aloof; and when one 

allows his emotions to become involved, he has difficulty in laughing 

at the butt. 

Bergson says repeatedly that a lack of emotion "is the sole 

condition really necessary, though assuredly it is not sufficient" 

to produce laughter;^' and Eastman refutes this idea by saying that 

"the comic ±s^ an emotion" which produces laughter.38 if one were 

forced to look in Faulkner's works for comic characters for whom he 

has no feeling, he would have great difficulty in isolating anyone 

whom he could classify as comic since even the most likely subjects 

usually have some qualities that will not permit their being consid

ered without emotion. The depth of the emotion determines the amount 

of laughter one can enjoy over their predicaments. 

If one can view characters with a minimum of feeling, he can 

find certain traits that distinguish comic characters from others. 
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One trait which Bergson uses to typify comic characters is their 

rigidity. Although some of the butts in Faulkner's works stir one's 

emotions and some do not, all share the quality of rigidity. Their 

inability to adapt to changing situations carries them toward many 

falls. When one can view their falls with intellectual detachment, 

he may laugh; when he allows emotion to cloud his vision, however, 

he may find himself near tears. This rigidity in certain characters 

reaches the point of madness which is both grim and funny. 

One can see this rigidity in Jason Compson's refusal to allow 

emotion to affect the decisions he makes. His completely rational 

approach to life dehumanizes him until the reader has little feeling 

for him and can laugh freely at his bitter diatribes and at the pre

dicaments in which he becomes entangled. Henry Armstid displays even 

more rigidity and behaves even more mechanistically when he digs 

frantically for the nonexistent treasure: 

Then the last of the watchers would depart, leaving Arm^ 
stid in the middle of his fading slope, spading himself 
into the waxing twilight with the regularity of a mechan
ical toy and with something monstrous in his unflagging 
effort, as if the toy were too light for what it had been 
set to do, or too tightly wound.39 

Armstid is much like the "dancing-jacks" Bergson describes who 

think they are acting freely when they are actually mere toys in the 

hands of others.^'^ Ordinarily one can laugh at their foolishness, but 

the undercurrent of madness in Armstid's digging makes this scene 

monstrous instead of funny. Greed can be a laughable flaw in a person, 

just as any flaw can; but, when one is constantly reminded that Armstid 
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has a starving wife and family at home who are suffering because of 

his mad greed, the laughter is replaced by pity for the family and 

repugnance at Armstid's cupidity. Still, one cannot completely con

demn Armstid when he realizes that his desire is for more than the 

money itself. He, like all other butts, has an overpowering desire 

to be able to meet other men as equals; and he, like the others, 

tries too hard. 

Jason Compson and Henry Armstid both display some of the quali

ties of a butt, but neither meets the requirements as well as Mink 

Snopes does. V. K. Ratliff characterizes Mink Snopes quickly and 

simply as the "only out-and-out mean Snopes we ever experienced" and 

says that he was the first of the Snopeses "that was just mean with-

41 
out no profit consideration or hope atall." If one has to depend 

on what he learns of Mink in The Hamlet, he might agree with Ratliff 

completely; but the more thorough characterization of Mink in The 

Mansion shows him to be more complex than he first appears. He is 

not just mean for the sake of being mean; but he is, instead, the butt 

of so many cruel jokes that he lashes out blindly in self-defense. 

Even though Ratliff cannot see it. Mink does have a hope for some 

profit; his pride demands that he attempt to gain self-respect and 

the respect of others. Any humor he provides is dark and grotesque, 

but as a butt he is a comic figure worthy of study. 

Vos, in his study of laughter, characterizes a typical butt, 

and Mink fits his description quite well. First of all, Vos says. 
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"The butt has the ability to receive the ludicrous and the absurd. 

. . . One embarrassing incident builds upon another until he feels 

despair is inevitable."^^ Mink's life is a series of embarrassing 

incidents and disappointments. Few, if any, of Faulkner's characters 

are the recipients of more that is ludicrous and absurd than Mink 

Snopes is, and few reach greater depths of frustration and despair. 

Faulkner's most frequent words for describing Mink are harried 

and harassed. A review of Mink's life reveals the pattern of frustra

tion that it follows and shows that there could hardly be two more 

appropriate words to characterize him. While Mink's problem comes 

to a head in his difficulty with Jack Houston, it has a much earlier 

origin which Faulkner tries to pinpoint: 

It began in the spring. No, it began in the fall before. 
No, it began a long tim e before that even. It began at 
the very instant Houston was born already shaped for ar
rogance and intolerance and pride. . . . Mink was not a 
contentious man. He had never been. It was simply that 
his own bad luck had all his life continually harassed 
and harried him into the constant and unflagging neces
sity of defending his own simple rights.43 

This insistence on defending what he feels to be his own rights 

leads Mink from one ludicrous situation to another. Forces beyond 

his comprehension or control continually deprive him of what he 

feels to be not just his own rights but the rights of all men. 

His first frustration comes when he meets his wife. In this 

situation, as in all others, he can only watch while his cherished 

ideals are shattered and he is forced to do that which he feels no 
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man should have to do. Here, as in other instances, his human dig

nity is ignored, and he is deprived of his rights as a man. According 

to Faulkner, "He had been bred by generations to believe invincibly 

that to every man, whatever his past actions, whatever depths he might 

have reached there was reserved one virgin at least for him to marry" 

(Hamlet, 242). He sees his own wife for the first time, however, as 

"the confident lord of a harem" (Hamlet, 241). She sends for the 

convict laborers who work in her father's lumber operation as the lord 

of a harem sends for his concubines; and Mink, who is as a child among 

the burly rough men who work there, has always known, says Faulkner, 

"that when he did approach her at last he would have to tear aside not 

garments alone but the ghostly embraces of thirty or forty men; and 

this not only once but each time and hence (he foresaw even then his 

fate) forever" (Hamlet, 242). Mink has realized in his twenty-third 

year that he can never enjoy the life of other men; his life is to be 

a constant frustration, and his fate is to be always "he who gets 

slapped." 

It may be the form of the frustration rather than the frustration 

itself which brings about Mink's ruin. Perhaps he could combat an out-

and-out beating during which he would at least have an opportunity to 

fight back and show his manhood, but the slaps he receives pile up 

gradually, almost imperceptibly, until they overpower him without giv

ing him any target at which to aim his retaliation. Consequently, he 

lashes out blindly at some petty annoyance which plagues him, always 

leaving himself open to attack on another side. 
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The petty annoyances which lead to the eventual killing of Jack 

Houston are so insignificant in themselves as to go almost unnoticed; 

but when they are all added together, they become unbearable. First 

of all, the proud Houston on his prize stallion almost rides Mink 

down unnoticed. Then Mink's cow fails to freshen for the second 

straight year. Mink thinks he sees an opportunity to use the second 

event to help him revenge the first; but here, as in his whole life, 

"the next thing happened which he had not counted on, planned on, not 

even anticipated" (Mansion, 8). He goes to elaborate lengths to ar

range for Houston to pasture the cow through the winter and allow his 

prize bull to breed her. The thought of his triumph in the spring 

sustains Mink through the winter; but as alv/ays his triumph turns to 

defeat when he goes to claim the cow, and Houston refuses to return 

it, saying that its value has increased. 

Throughout the series of events which ensues before Mink is able 

finally to claim his cow, he has the feeling that "It was simply them 

again, still testing, trying him to see just how much he could bear 

and would stand" (Mansion, 16). His only hope is not that they will 

ever help him, but simply that they will at some time stop frustrating 

him and allow him to return the slaps he so regularly receives. Invis

ible forces work against him, but the determination he displays shows 

that he can bear and will stand a great deal as he works desperately 

to reclaim his cow. The cow itself is not nearly so important to him 

as is the idea that it is his and it is his right to have it, that 

even hê  is entitled to some rights as a human being. His mad labor 
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is much like Henry Armstid's digging for the treasure, and his de

termination is no less than Armstid's. When he is remonstrated for 

neglecting his duties at home to work at Houston's, he snaps, "I aint 

got time to make a living. . . . I got to get my cow back home" (Man

sion, 19). Since Mink's wife and daughters are not in such a pitiful 

condition as Armstid's family, one can laugh at Mink's foolish stub

bornness at this point more readily than he could ever laugh at Arm

stid's determination. 

Houston finally refuses to let Mink work on his job after dark, 

fearing that he will literally work himself to death. Mink's reaction 

to this additional frustration is typical of the way he accepts all 

of his thwartings: 

But he could stand that too. Because he knew the trick 
of it. He had learned that the hard way; himself taught 
that to himself through simple necessity: that a man 
can bear anything by simply and calmly refusing to ac
cept it, be reconciled to it, give up to it. (Mansion, 21) 

This same refusal to accept his failures or be reconciled to them sees 

him through the further troubles he has to endure when his own kin, 

Flem Snopes, refuses to come to his aid, when he has to spend thirty-

eight years in prison, when he makes his tortuous journey from Parchman 

back to Jefferson, and finally when he actually murders Flem. The 

irony is that throughout all of these events Mink's stubborn tenacity 

does not ever really allow him to behave as a free man and accomplish 

his own desires. He is always carefully manipulated, at times by 

supernatural forces (They) and at times by other mortals, to do the 

tasks which they want performed. 
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Mink receives much that is ludicrous before he is finally goaded 

into a submissive action when he learns that Flem has gone to Texas 

on his honeymoon and is not available to help him in his dispute with 

Houston. He is stunned but not really surprised to learn of his go

ing. It is simply one more slap he receives: 

But even if it hadn't been that, it would have been some
thing else; his cousin's absence when he was needed was 
just one more test, harassment, enragement They tried him 
with, not to see if he would survive it because They had 
no doubt of that, but simply for the pleasure of watching 
him have to do something extra there was no reason what
ever for him to have to do. (Mansion, 27) 

One of the saddest aspects of Mink's suffering is that he will endure 

it all. There is never any doubt that he will survive, since he is 

never given a death blow but always infuriating, maddening, frustrat

ing slaps. 

The tests continue as Mink works madly, always careful to per

form his duties completely so that there can be no hint that he has 

shirked his obligations. Finally, confident that he has earned his 

cow back, he goes to reclaim her. Houston refuses, saying that Mink 

owes, by law, an extra dollar pound fee. 

This is the final humiliation for Mink, and he is forced to 

retaliate actively. He works the two additional days to pay the 

pound fee, but by forcing him to do so Houston has sealed his own 

doom. Mink will, to save his pride, have to kill Houston. His only 

regret about killing Houston is that he does not get a chance to ex

plain to him why he has had to do so. He imagines telling Houston, 

"I aint shooting you because of them thirty-seven and a half four-bit 



24 

days. That's all right; I done long ago forgot and forgive that. 

. . . That aint why I shot you. I killed you because of that-ere 

extry one-dollar pound fee" (Mansion, 39). It is not the major prob

lems that destroy Mink but the petty annoyances which pile up, de

grading him and making him less of a man. 

His unique system of values allows him to take pride in his 

cowardly ambush, since he has at least done what to him is a manly 

action by not submitting to any further humiliation. Again he feels 

that he is in control of the situation, and he is proud of his accom

plishment. He is mistaken, as usual, but he hungers for the acclaim 

which all men desire for a job well done, and he imagines proclaiming ; 
I 

his prowess by leaving a sign on Houston's body saying, "This is what I 
• 

I 

happens to the men who impound Mink Snopes's cattle" (Hamlet, 222). • 

Mink does not realize until later that killing Houston has been no • 

more effective in solving his problem than anything else he has tried. 

After visiting his wife in Frenchman's Bend, he muses on his way home, 

"I thought that when you killed a man, that finished it. . . . But 

it dont. It just starts then" (Hamlet, 247). Again Mink's apparent 

triumph has crumbled beneath him carrying him further toward degrada

tion and despair. 

When the police finally capture Mink, he tries to explain his 

downfall to the Negro prisoners in the Jefferson jail. As he tried 

to remove Houston's decomposing body from the tree where he had stuffed 

it, he had to contend not only with the rottenness of the body but also 



with Houston's dog's nipping at his heels. He tells the Negroes, "I 

was all right . . . until it started coming to pieces. I could have 

handled that dog. . . . But the son of a bitch started coming to 

pieces on me" (Hamlet. 263). The picture that this evokes is comic 

because of its ludicrous aspect, but it is more pitiful than humor

ous because it is quite characteristic of all of Mink's endeavors. 

He is constantly harassed by petty problems; and every time he seems 

to have a solid grip on one of them so that he can combat it, it dis

integrates in his hands. 

By this time, when Mink has reached the Jefferson jail, constant 

humiliation has reduced him almost to the level of an animal and his 

actions are often so near those of an animal or a machine that it is 

difficult to remember that he is human. Vos reminds us, however, that 

[a butt] is a man . . . but a man who acts as if he were less than he 

is because his attitude is one of resignation and inferiority."^^ Mink's 

childlike stature has never allowed him to be equal to his fellow men 

in appearance, and his poverty has never allowed him to be equal to 

them in prestige. He is tormented by the knowledge that he is not the 

equal of his fellows, and this feeling of inferiority is constantly 

goading him into actions which he expects to increase his reputation 

but which, instead, reduce it. 

Mink's inferiority is depicted in a number of ways. The reader 

learns that "not being a rich man like Houston but only an independent 

one" (Mansion, 8), Mink has only one milk cow; and the best that can 

be said for it is that it is scrawny. This scrawniness is typical of 
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all that Mink owns; he is allowed to have only what is "rejected by 

everyone else; and, therefore, his only possessions of any value are 

his pride and his independence, both of which are really illusions. 

Even though Mink dreams of asserting himself and having others 

in awe of him, he realizes after each attempt to raise himself that 

he has failed. He accepts each defeat with resignation and turns to 

the next plan. Despair and determination live sjnnbiotically within 

him keeping him in a constant state of turmoil. Faulkner expresses 

Mink's despair after his vain attempt to escape from Parchman shortly 

before he would have been eligible for parole. He finally realized 

that 

there was no such thing as bad luck or good luck: you 
were either born a champion or not a champion and if he 
had been born a champion Houston not only couldn't, he 
wouldn't have dared, misuse him about that cow to where 
he had to kill him; that some folks were bom to be 
failures and get caught always, some folks were bom to be 
lied to and believe it, and he was one of them. (Mansion, 
89-90) 

Mink expects to be tricked and defeated, and such an attitude makes 

him a ready target for his fellows. 

This willingness and expectation to be lowered below others 

until he becomes their mark is another of the characteristics which 

Vos attributes to a butt. Although the early incidents in Mink's 

trouble with Houston are as much the result of Houston's arrogance 

as of Mink's inferiority, repeated frustrations and humiliations 

finally degrade Mink until even casual acquaintances can see that 

he is defenseless against any injury they wish to inflict on him. 
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When he is finally released from Parchman, he stops in a small 

store to get some food. The storekeeper leams that Mink has no idea 

of the value of anything and victimizes him by charging him twenty-five 

cents for each of his cokes. When he stops at Goodyhay's to try 

to earn some money, his fellow worker steals the ten dollars he has 

safety-pinned to the bib of his overalls. The men in the Memphis pawn 

shop raise the price of the worthless gun and ammunition each time 

that Mink reveals he has a little more money until they get almost 

all he has. Then one of them in a fit of generosity finally says, 

"Give him the pistol and three bullets for twelve dollars and a dime. 

He's got to get home. To hell with a man that'll rob a man trying 

to get home" (Mansion, 292-293). 

Even Linda Snopes Kohl has Mink released not out of kindness 

but because she knows he will kill Flem and thus set her free. In 

addition to her help, invisible forces seem to gather to help Mink 

accomplish his task. Still these forces are not concerned with help

ing Mink so much as they are determined that Flem Snopes will not 

survive and continue to prosper. It is not that there are those who 

are now on Mink's side; it is instead that the forces which have so 

long opposed him stop their opposition long enough for him to do what 

they want. This cessation is all Mink has ever hoped for. After his 

release from Parchman he muses, "Not justice; T̂  never asked that; jest 

fairness, that's all. That was all; not to have anything for him; just 

not to have anything against him. That was all he wanted, and sure 

enough, here it was" (Mansion, 106). During his imprisonment he makes 
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his peace with "Old Moster," and it seems now to Mink that God Him

self is saying, "I aint going to help you none but I aint going to 

downright hinder you neither" (Mansion, 403). With the obstacles 

removed, the momentum of Mink's anger is enough to carry him through 

to the successful completion of his mission without any help, and 

ironically even this moment of apparent triumph is still more of a 

victory for others than it is for him. Even as he exults about his 

freedom, he is really still a pawn moved about by others to serve 

their purpose. 

This constant control by outside forces is typical of the butt 

as Vos describes him when he says, "[The butt] is overwhelmed by the 

power outside himself; therefore, he is in bondage."^^ Mink has been 

in bondage in every situation. Even though he believes that every 

man is entitled to marry a virgin, he is fated to marry a woman to 

whom he is only one near the end of a long succession of men. He is 

bound to her forever and doomed to a life long torture of jealousy; 

and he is cognizant of his fate from the first time he sees her. 

The only bondage which might be stronger than that imposed by 

his wife is that which the land imposes on "Mink. He thinks of the 

relationship between sharecroppers like himself and the land they 

farm as he waits out his time in Parchman. He curses the land for 

destroying his youth and hopes, and he warns it futilely that he 

and his kind can have their revenge through setting fire to it each 

spring. He finally realizes that this burning has little effect on 
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the land, and that, as Faulkner says, "People of his kind never had 

owned even temporarily the land which they believed they had rented 

between one New Year's and the next one. It was the land itself 

which owned them, and not just from a planting to its harvest but 

in perpetuity" (Mansion, 91). Mink escapes from his bondage to the 

land only when he is literally imprisoned at Parchman and sees him

self as the property of the state of Mississippi. 

Mink is able to endure his actual bondage by following the four 

rules that his young lawyer sets forth in Jefferson after Mink's con

viction. Mink explains them to the warden at Parchman: "By doing 

what they tell me to. Not talking back and not fighting. Not to try 

to escape. Mainly that: not to try to escape" (Mansion, 51). This 
I 

philosophy is the only one which can allow him peace of mind.- When-

ever he tries to escape or fight the forces which threaten him, he I 

is beaten back. It makes no difference whether he is trying to cheat J 

his neighbor out of a little feed for his cow or trying to escape from /J 

the Parchman prison disguised as a woman; he will be defeated and h u 

miliated by what Faulkner calls "the infinite capacity for petty inven

tion of the inimical forces which had always dogged his life" (Mansion, 

411). 

As Mink reflects over his life shortly before he kills Flem, he 

thinks how all of his moments have been 

connected, involved in some crisis of constant outrage 
and injustice he was always having to drop everything 
to cope with, handle, with no proper tools and equip
ment for it, not even the time to spare from the unre
mitting work it took to feed himself and his family. 
(Mansion, 405) 
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The only real freedom Mink ever achieves, the only real triumph he 

ever experiences, and the only time he ever escapes his role as vic

tim and pawn is in the hour of his death when he submits to his eter

nal enemy, the earth. He is no longer afraid and no longer inferior. 

Faulkner pictures his finally lying down: 

But he could risk it, he even felt like giving it a fair 
active chance just to show him, prove what it could do if 
it wanted to try. And in fact, as soon as he thought that, 
it seemed to him he could feel the Mink Snopes that had 
had to spend so much of his life just having unnecessary 
bother and trouble, beginning to creep, seep, flow easy 
as sleeping . . . down and down into the ground already 
full of the folks that had the trouble but were free now, 
so that it was just the ground and the dirt that had to 
bother and worry and anguish with the passions and hopes 
and skeers, the justice and the injustice and the griefs, 
leaving the folks themselves easy now, all mixed and 
jumbled up comfortable and easy so wouldn't nobody even 
know or even care who was which any more, himself among 
them, equal to any, good as any, brave as any, being 
inextricable from, anonymous with all of them. (Mansion, 435) 

Mink is, in the hour of his death, a victor rather than a victim 

for the first and only time. He achieves a dignity and a stature that 

he has craved throughout his life. It is no longer necessary for him 

to be the butt of some anon3nTious joke. The patience which was his 

pride has been his salvation, and the belief that he expressed as he 

worked to reclaim his cow that "nobody, no man, no nothing could wait 

longer than he could wait when nothing else but waiting would do" 

(Mansion, 22) has sustained him through all of the repeated slappings 

he has had to endure. Now, in his death, he is equal to every other 

man. At last the time comes when "it [is] his turn, when he [has] 

earned the right to have his own just and equal licks back, just as 

9 

•J 
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They had earned the right to test him and even to enjoy the testing; 

the moment when they would have to prove to him that They were as 

much a man as he had proved to Them that he was" (Mansion, 6). 

1 

J 



CHAPTER III 

GAVIN STEVENS, THE CLOWN 

Although Gavin Stevens is hardly less ludicrous than Mink 

Snopes, he is a much more admirable character as well as an indi

vidual who deals with the absurdity of his situation much more 

adequately than Mink Snopes does. His situations are hardly less 

ridiculous than those which plague Mink; they are not even any less 

humiliating. Gavin is able to meet them, however, with a confidence 

which Mink lacks; consequently, he is able to survive them. 

A number of factors which do not help Mink contribute to Gavin's 

survival. Whereas Gavin comes from a good family with a solid posi

tion in the community. Mink is at the bottom of the social scale. 

Gavin has a superior education, and Mink has hardly progressed beyond 

reading and writing. Gavin has no financial worries, but Mink borders 

on starvation. In fact, Gavin has almost everything Mink does not; 

but the quality which is most important and which enables Gavin to 

survive while Mink is defeated is Gavin's sense of humor. 

Associated with Gavin is none of the terror that is always 

close to Mink; and the situations in which Gavin involves himself, 

always by choice, are ridiculous without being grotesque. Much of the 

time Gavin is engaged in what he himself calls "my own clowning belated 
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adolescence" (Town, 134) and what Cleanth Brooks calls "high-minded 

silliness"^7 vhich is hardly suitable activity for a man who is a 

prominent attorney. In every instance, however, he is in the situa

tion by choice and not because, like Mink, forces beyond his control 

have manipulated him into a corner. 

Although his naivete is responsible for many of the absurd 

situations in which Gavin involves himself, he is not so naive that 

he does not see the ludicrous position he has assumed. He sees; but, 

unlike Mink, he does not struggle against the absurdity which surrounds 

him. He accepts the ludicrous rather than rejecting it or trying to 

escape it. His longing for Eula Varner Snopes reduces him to employing 

adolescent devices to gain her attention, and he and Manfred de Spain 

engage in a juvenile contest which differs little if any from the 

strutting and posturing that young boys use to gain at least the at-
c 

tention and hopefully the affection of some girl for whom they are 

competing. 

Gavin is aware of the foolishness of his actions as well as 

their vanity when Eula comes to offer herself to him at his office. 

He says, 

[I thought,] At least she will have to look at me. Which 
she had never done yet. If she had even seen me yet while 
I was too busy playing the fool because of her to notice, 
buffoon for her, playing with tacks in the street like 
a vicious boy, using not even honest bribery but my own 
delayed vicious juvenility to play on the natural and 
normal savagery (plus curiosity; dont forget that) of an 
authentic juvenile. (Town, 89) 
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He sees his position with all of its ridiculous aspects, but he does 

nothing to change it; instead, he accepts it. He is even able to 

laugh about it, although the primary function of his laughter is to 

prevent his crying. The acceptance he displays is the primary charac

teristic that distinguishes a clown from either a butt or a wit. 

Gavin, like Mink and unlike V. K. Ratliff, receives much that is 

ludicrous. On the other hand, Gavin, like Ratliff and unlike Mink, 

can perceive that situations are ludicrous. It is Gavin's realization 

that a situation is absurd and a willingness to accept its absurdity 

that keeps life from overwhelming him. 

Although Gavin sees that much of life is ludicrous and although 

he spends a great deal of time philosophizing about life, he still 

is not so perceptive as Ratliff; therefore, he cannot understand 

completely what causes life's absurdity. As he waits for Eula to | 

come to his office, Gavin wonders about the reasons for his foolish 

actions: "to gain what? for what? what did I want, what was I 

trying for: like the child striking matches in a hay-stack yet at 

the same time trembling with terror lest he does see holocaust? 

(Town, 89-90) . He is too much involved in his own situation to view 

it with the detachment and insight with which Ratliff observes events. 

Also, at times, Gavin chooses unconsciously not to understand a situa

tion. He has the ability to see his situation; but either his deep 

involvement keeps him too close to it to view it in perspective, or 

he chooses not to seek the underlying truth. 

1 
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This involvement is, according to Vos, typical of the clown, 

and it is one of his most admirable traits. "By placing himself 

among others, [Vos says] he indicates that he desires to be related 

48 
to them in love." Charles Mallison is rather skeptical of Ratliff 

and Gavin's interest in people. He says, "What I always thought they 

were mainly interested in was curiosity" (Town, 4). To a young boy, 

curiosity may seem to be the main concern of the two men; but Charles's 

mother, who is Gavin's twin sister and who has great empathy with him, 

realizes the torment he endures because of his love for and involvement 

with others—particularly his love for Eula, which he later transfers 

to Linda. 

Gavin accepts the fact that both Eula and Linda are unattain

able, but he is never able to keep himself from making a fool of 

himself for them. In addition to his adolescent approach to winning • 

Eula's love, he continues to play a juvenile role, even after he has \ 

gray hair, by taking Linda to the drugstore after school and treating ^ 

her to ice cream concoctions. He is never quite able to master a 

situation, but he continues to get involved in the events around him 

almost compulsively. He seems to see the vacuum that becomes a per

son's life if he refuses to become involved, and he describes the ne

cessity for involvement which he feels: 

So you see how much effort a man will make and trouble he 
will invent to guard and defend himself from the boredom 
of peace of mind. Or rather perhaps the pervert who de
liberately infests himself with lice, not just for the 
simple pleasure of being rid of them again, since even in 
the folly of youth we know that nothing lasts; but because 
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even in that folly we are afraid that maybe Nothing will 
last, that maybe Nothing will last forever, and anything 
is better than Nothing, even lice, (Town, 135) 

Gavin is stronger, not weaker, because of his willingness to 

become involved and to place himself under what Vos calls, "the 

49 
rigor of judgment," Although Gavin may not fully realize the 

reasons for his actions, he at least makes no effort to conceal them 

or to escape their consequences. He asks his sister to go to Eula 

and break the social quarantine which Jefferson has placed on her be

cause of her affair with Manfred de Spain. Gavin himself is the first 

to send flowers to every woman in Jefferson so that he can send them 

to Eula. Later, his arrangement with Linda is in no way clandestine, 

but he sits in the front window of Christian's Drug Store with her so 

that all of Jefferson can see. He is not afraid of incurring the dis-

approval of his fellows by doing what he feels is right, even though ' 
c 

he knows that his actions are foolish. \ 

By repeatedly involving himself in ridiculous situations, Gavin -* 

fulfills the function of a clown as Vos sees it. He says that the 

actions of a clown "arouse in us the comic catharsis of pleasure and 

sympathy. We feel pleasure because the clown receives his deserved 

social or physical chastisement, and we feel sympathy because we are 

aware that we too deserve punishment for our own shortcomings." 

Gavin is physically and socially chastised when de Spain bloodies 

his nose at the Cotillion Ball. We can laugh at him because he deserves 

to be beaten for foolishly trying to defend a virtue that does not even 
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exist. At the same time, Gavin deserves to win because he is willing 

to defend that virtue, whether or not it exists. Brooks says of his 

action. 

The gesture is gallant and even touching, but where chas
tity and virtue do not exist, it is idle, not to say 
officious to defend them; and when there is a husband, 
as there is in this case, a husband who chooses not 
to see the liberties being taken with his wife, an out
sider's attempt to defend them is compounded folly.51 

One cannot deny that Gavin's actions are foolish and thus laughable; 

he must rather admit that Gavin's gallantry is admirable. At the 

University of Virginia, Faulkner said of Gavin and de Spain's fight 

that it represents "a constant sad and funny picture too. It is 

the knight that goes out to defend somebody who don't want to be 

defended and don't need it. But it's a very fine quality in human 

nature. I hope it will always endure. It is comical and a little 

sad."^^ Gavin's actions here illustrate well Bergson's idea that I 

r 
"A flexible vice may not be so easy to ridicule as a rigid virtue."^^ .̂ 

The same comic and sad situation occurs when Matt Levitt 

bloodies Gavin's nose because of Linda, Eula's daughter. The situa

tion is ludicrous enough to provoke laughter, but the principles in

volved are too serious to allow it. The reader realizes that he him

self is more deserving of punishment than Gavin because, even to defend 

his own beliefs, he would hesitate to place himself in embarrassing 

situations such as those in which Gavin involves himself. One often 

finds himself in the position of Gavin's family when Manfred de Spain 

comes by their house with his cut-out open;^ 
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And Gowan said they all looked at Uncle Gavin, and that 
he himself was ashamed, not of Uncle Gavin: of us, the 
rest of them. He said it was like watching somebody's 
britches falling down while he's got to use both hands 
trying to hold up the roof: you are sorry it is funny, 
ashamed you had to be there watching Uncle Gavin when he 
never even had any warning he would need to try to hide 
his face's nakedness. (Town, 60-61) 

The situation is one which is repeated often throughout the Snopes 

trilogy. The reader is ashamed that he has to see Gavin in a ludicrous 

position. He is ashamed both because Gavin is in an embarrassing situ

ation and because the reader finds him there when he knows that he 

himself deserves to be there as much as or more than Gavin does. 

The attitude one has toward Gavin is similar to that Gavin 

has toward himself and similar to that any clown has toward himself. 

Vos says, "[A clown] is a man who acts as if he were neither more nor 

less than a man because his attitude is a tension of self-confidence 

54 1 
and humility." This tension is characteristic of Gavin. He is 

e 
always aware of his shortcomings, but he never allows his fear of î  

failure to dictate his actions. Ratliff describes the conversation 

between Gavin and his brother-in-law after Gavin's fight with de 

Spain: 

"What the hell do you mean? Dont you know you dont know 
how to fight?" And Lawyer leaning over the washbowl 
trying to stanch his nose with handfuls of tissue paper, 
saying, "Of course I know it. But can you suh-jest a 
better way than this for me to learn?" (Mansion, 129) 

Gavin's victory lies in his going into a battle knowing that he will 

be defeated but being willing to accept that physical defeat in order 

to uphold the principles in which he believes. 
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The tension and strain he undergoes in defending his ideals 

often bring him to the point of physical and mental disintegration— 

a state which, according to Vos, is typical of the clown.^^ Charles 

Mallison points out how the strain that Gavin constantly undergoes 

sometimes brings him close to mental disintegration: 

Because he is a good man, wise too except for the occasions 
when he would aberrate, go momentarily ha3rwire and take a 
wrong turn that even I could see was wrong, and then go 
hell-for-leather, with absolutely no deviation from logic 
and rationality from there on, until he wound us up in a 
mess of trouble or embarrassment that even I would have 
had sense enough to dodge. But he is a good man. Maybe 
I was wrong sometimes to trust and follow him but I never 
was wrong to love him. (Mansion, 239) 

Anyone who knows Gavin can express Charles Mallison's sentiments as 

his own. Gavin may not always act in the wisest manner, but he always 

acts sincerely and from pure motives. 

Purity of motives is not a sufficient condition for being a 

hero, however; and a clown is, according to Vos, "when his soul is 

bared . . . the caricature of the hero."56 Gavin's soul is bared ^ 

so frequently that one has every opportunity to see his inner nature 

and be too well aware of his faults ever to regard him as a hero. 

Gavin's life and soul are so open for inspection that Ratliff says 

of him that he is "a feller that even his in-growed toenails was on 

the outside of his shoes" (Town, 342). 

The fact that he has no secrets and that everyone knows he has 

no secrets is at times more beneficial than detrimental to Gavin. One 

might expect the people of Jefferson not to sanction his meetings 

with Linda if they believed that he had been her mother's lover, but 

Charles explains 
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that they knew he really hadn't been Mrs Snopes's lover 
too, that not only if he had really wanted her, tried 
for her, he would have failed there too for simple consis
tency, but that even if by some incredible chance or ac
cident he had beat Mr de Spain's time, it would have 
showed on the outside of him for the reason that Uncle 
Gavin was incapable of having a secret life which re
mained secret. (Town, 342) 

This steady failure and general knowledge of his failure is not at 

all what one expects of a hero, but it is precisely what one expects 

of a clown. 

Another quality that classifies Gavin as a clown rather than a 

heroic figure is his inability to maintain a calm facade under pres

sure. He seems to have been bom nervous, and indications are that 

he will die nervous. Ratliff relates Gavin's behavior after they 

have put Linda on the train to New York subsequent to her mother's 

suicide. He tells how Gavin sets forth elaborate plans for bringing 

football up to date . 

by giving ever body a football too so every body would ^ 

be in the game; or maybe better still, keep jest one foot- ^ 
ball but abolish the boundaries so that a smart feller 
for instance could hide the ball under his shirttail and 
slip off into the ally and cross the goal before anybody 
even missed he was gone; right on into the office where 
he set down behind the desk and taken up one of the cob 
pipes and struck three matches to it until Chick taken 
it away from him and filled it from the tobacco jar and 
handed it back and Lawyer says, "Much obliged." and dropped 
the filled pipe into the wastebasket and folded his hands 
on the desk, still talking. (Mansion, 149) 

Gavin's ideas on football may very well reveal how he would like to 

approach life, slipping outside of the recognized boundaries of ac

cepted behavior to reach his goal. This desire does not mean that 
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he wants to behave in any way contrary to the accepted moral codes, 

but that he does not wish to be bound by strict social rules. 

Gavin displays the same loquacious nervousness earlier when. 

he becomes obsessed with Snopes watching, not realizing that his 

obsession is really Eula Varner Snopes rather than the entire Snopes 

family. Charles Mallison relates how Gowan has told him his uncle 

kept a running commentary on the latest Snopes news at meals: 

It was like something Uncle Gavin had to tell, but it was 
so funny that his main job in telling it was to keep it 
from being as funny as it really was, because if he ever 
let it be as funny as it really was, everybody and him
self too would be laughing so hard they couldn't hear 
him. (Town, 45) 

This occasion is merely one of many where Gavin has to laugh in order 

to keep from crying. By accepting the Snopes absurdities he is able 

to laugh at them instead of being defeated by them. 

Although Mink Snopes never cries, he, more importantly, never 
1 

laughs either. The series of absurd events in his life (or in the C 

life of any butt) brings him to despair. The clown reacts differently 

even though the same kind of absurdities plagues him. Absurd events 

still accumulate; but, instead of bringing despair to the clown as 

they do to the butt, they bring the clown to an inevitable faith.^ 

The ludicrous events in Gavin's life build on each other until all 

he has left is his faith, even though it is not the faith in God to 

which Vos refers. Gavin's faith is in honor; and he clings to this 

faith blindly, even when he knows that the honor is not what he would 

like it to be. 
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His first faith is in Eula Varner Snopes, and Gavin wants to 

believe in her virtue above all else. He tells how Ratliff describes 

her marrying Flem, going immediately to Texas, and returning a year 

later with a baby that was already walking. Gavin says. 

Which (the walking at least) I did not believe, not be
cause of the anguish, the jealousy, the despair, but 
simply because of Ratliff. In fact, it was Ratliff who 
gave me that ease of hope—or if you like, ease from 
anguish; all right: tears too, peaceful tears but tears, 
which are the jewel-baubles of the belated adolescence's 
clown-comedian—to pant with. . . . That was when I would 
rather believe it was Flem's own child; rather defilement 
by Manfred de Spain than promiscuity by Eula Varner. 
(Town, 134) 

A combination of faith, hope, and desperate belief sustains Gavin 

just as the ability to wait sees Mink through his trials. Gavin is 

grateful to Ratliff, who by telling an exaggerated truth has allowed 

him to maintain his hope in Eula's virtue. He is not quite ready 

at this point to accept that which is true. 
\ 

He later exhibits the same blind faith in Linda. He knows as i 
J 

well as she does that Mink will kill Flem when he is released from 

prison, but he helps her obtain Mink's release. He refuses to recog

nize that she knows the consequences of her actions and chooses to 

think that he is simply an instrument of fate rather than an accomplice 

to a murderess. He tells Ratliff that he did not tell Linda what would 

happen; "It was because I not only believe in and am an advocate of 

fate and destiny, I admire them; I want to be one of the instruments 

too, no matter how modest" (Mansion, 368). Later when Ratliff tries 

to convince Gavin that Linda knew all the time that Mink would kill 
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Flem, Gavin cries, "I wont believe it! . . , I wont! I cant believe 

it, . . . Dont you see I cannot?" (Mansion. 431). Even though he knows 

when he sees Linda's new car that she has always known what would hap

pen when Mink was freed, Gavin must cling to his belief in her honor 

just as he believed blindly in her mother's virtue before her. He can 

accept his own weaknesses and failures, but he must blind himself to the 

weaknesses of these women whom he loves. He does not despair over their 

lack of honor; he merely refuses to let himself see that they lack 

honor. Above all else, he maintains his belief in them. 

It is this belief that makes Gavin both a victim and a victor— 

the unique position of the clown. When Linda prepares to leave for 

the last time, she pictures Gavin's defeat as she sees it when she 

tells him, 

"You haven't had very much, have you. No that's wrong. 
You haven't had anything. You have had nothing." 

He knew exactly what she meant: her mother first, i 
then her; that he had offered the devotion twice and I 
got back for it nothing but the privilege of being ob- •* 
sessed, bewitched, besotted if you like: Ratliff 
certainly would have said besotted. And she knew he 
knew it. (Mansion, 424=425) 

In reply to Linda's statement, Gavin answers, "I have everything. 

You trusted me. You chose to let me find you murdered your so-

called father rather than tell me a^ lie. . . . We have had every

thing" (Mansion, 425). 

Although Linda and others see Gavin as a victim, he views him

self as a victor because he has had her trust and devotion. Even 

though he is a victim, defeated in every physical battle and battle 
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of wits in which he engages, he is still the victor because he is 

able to maintain his faith in honor and to seek his goals by honor

able means. He does not succumb to the petty annoyances which destroy 

Mink or to the sweeping greed which envelopes much of the town, even 

carrying the normally stable Ratliff temporarily before it when he 

trades his half of the reliable lunch-room in Jefferson for a share 

of the nonexistent treasure on the Old Frenchman place. 

Warren Beck aptly describes Gavin's position and approach to 

life when he says. 

While reputedly God is not mocked, man knows himself liable 
to be, and a real part of personal life is the apprehensive 
sniffing out and twisting of one's way past not only the 
deceptive, but the less true or even just the irrelevant. 
Fictional presentation of this process compounds curiosity, 
dramatizing the thrust toward truth in such speculators as 
Gavin . . . and involving the reader in the action at its 
most intimate levels.58 

Gavin is searching for truth on a different level from that pursued 

by almost any of Faulkner's other characters, and his victory comes 

from his finding the truth without allowing it to defeat him. 

i 
» 

J 



CHAPTER IV 

V. K. RATLIFF, THE WIT 

Although there are a number of characters such as Jason Compson, 

Henry Armstid, and Anse Bundren who can be placed with Mink Snopes in 

the category of butts and there are other comic heroes, such as Horace 

Benbow, who belong in the clown category with Gavin Stevens, V. K. 

Ratliff stands far above all others in his capacity as observer and 

witty commentator on the events which occur in Yoknapatawpha County. 

He is readily recognizable as a descendent of the loquacious Yankee 

who has played an important role in American folk tradition and litera

ture almost from their beginnings. According to Constance Rourke, the 

Yankee emerged when he was freed from the traditional values of the 

Puritans by the American Revolution which opened new areas of thought 

as well as new geographical areas for exploration.^^ 

A comparison of Miss Rourke's description of the Yankee with 

Faulkner's own description of V. K. Ratliff yields remarkable simi

larities between the two. Miss Rourke says. 

The Yankee was never passive, not the crackerbox philoso
pher seated in some dim interior, uttering wisdom before 
a ring of quiet figures; he was noticeably out in the 
world; it was a prime part of his character to be "a-doin'.' 

Faulkner describes Ratliff, the sewing-machine agent, as one who fits 

into this tradition: 

45 

J 
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He lived in Jefferson and he travelled the better part of 
four counties with his sturdy team and the painted dog 
kennel into which an actual machine neatly fitted. On suc
cessive days and two counties apart the splashed and bat
tered buckboard and the strong mismatched team might be 
tethered in the nearest shade and Ratliff's bland affable 
ready face and his neat tieless blue shirt one of the 
squatting group at a crossroads store, or—and still squat
ting and still doing the talking apparently though actually 
doing a good deal more listening than anybody believed un
til afterward—among the women surrounded by laden clothes
lines and tubs and blackened wash pots. (Hamlet, 13) 

Miss Rourke points out the tendency of Yankees to speak in "copi

ous monologues," and Ratliff reveals this propensity frequently, pro

viding a number of entertaining stories. He tells of Ab Snopes's con

frontation with Major de Spain which results in the burning of de 

Spain's barn. He tells of the Ab Snopes-Pat Stamper horse trade. In 

fact, he delights in narrating and embellishing any event, real or 

imaginary; and he relates them in the best tradition of the tall-tale. 

Not the least of his talents as a comic figure is the irony with which 

he narrates episodes such as the one in which Flem Snopes outwits even i 

1 
the Prince of Hell. His language in this story as well as in all that 

he tells exemplifies both the "homely metaphor" and the "homely poetry" 

62 
which Miss Rourke attributes to the Yankee. 

In addition, Ratliff illustrates Miss Rourke's contention that 

go 

"Swapping was an ardent pursuit" of the Yankee. Ratliff engages in 

trading for both fun and profit, and Faulkner relates how he traded 

information and gossip as readily as he did merchandise: 

He sold perhaps three machines a year, the rest of the time 
trading in land and livestock and secondhand farming tools 
and musical instruments or anything else which the owner 
did not want badly enough, retailing from house to house 
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the news of his four counties with the ubiquity of a news
paper and carrying personal messages from mouth to mouth 
about weddings and funerals and the preserving of vege
tables and fruit with the reliability of a postal service. 
(Hamlet. 13) 

In spite of the Yankee's role in the community, however. Miss 

Rourke points out that "though he often pulled strings, always made 

shrewd or caustic comments, . . . he was seldom deeply involved in 

situations; even his native background was meagerly drawn."64 A merely 

casual reading of the Snopes trilogy reveals how deftly and shrewdly 

Ratliff is able to manipulate situations, and his caustic comments ap

pear frequently. When Ratliff first appears in the trilogy, Faulkner 

says, "He spoke in a pleasant, lazy, equable voice which you did not 

discern at once to be even more shrewd than humorous" (Hamlet, 13). 

Both his humor and his shrewdness soon become apparent, however, and 

they play a dominant role in the rest of the trilogy. 

As Miss Rourke suggests when mentioning traits which are typical 

of the Yankee, little is known of Ratliff's background. In fact, no •* 

one even knows what his initials stand for until Eula Varner Snopes 

accidentally tells Gavin and reveals that Ratliff's ancestors were 

Russians. The fact that she knows this secret^ which Gavin said Ratliff 

would have defended "like that of insanity in his family or illegiti

macy" (Town, 322), suggests a relationship between Eula and Ratliff 

that is never actually revealed in the book. The later revelation of 

the monument to her that Ratliff has in his home (Mansion, 232) stregth-

ens this idea and has even led some to speculate that Ratliff may be 

) 
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the father of Eula's daughter. Although such an idea seems unlikely, 

these two isolated incidents suggest a side of Ratliff's humanity 

that is never developed. 

The sketchiness of what is known about some aspects of Ratliff's 

life conforms to Miss Rourke's description of the Yankee. She says, 

"He was drawn with ample color and circumstance, yet he was not wholly 

a person. His mask, so simply and blankly worn, had closed down with

out a crack or a seam to show a glimpse of the human creature under

neath. "^5 Similarly, Faulkner tells how Ratliff, "pleasant, affable, 

courteous, anecdotal and impenetrable" (Hamlet, 13), visits among the 

men and women of the community; and he describes him in a typical situ

ation "pleasant and inscrutable behind his faint constant humorous 

mask" (Hamlet, 81). Although little is shown of the human creature 

behind Ratliff's mask, his humanitarian concern for those around him 

is evident; and the depth of his character goes far beyond that of a 
) 

mere stock character such as Miss Rourke describes, •* 

Ratliff is a memorable, enjoyable, and admirable character with 

his own real and distinctive personality. Warren Beck says that he 

"epitomizes a type Faulkner strongly believes in, the exceptional 

common man, unsophisticated but intelligent, responsible, principled, 

and plainly capable on a number of sectors." He also says that in Rat

liff one can see "the common man at his uncommon best.""" Because he 

is so unassuming, Ratliff can receive and be worthy of such praise cis 

few other characters can. 
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In applying the definitions of butts and clowns to Mink Snopes 

and Gavin Stevens, it is necessary to remember that no single defini

tion or pattern can adequately describe any one of Faulkner's complex 

characters of account for his actions. It is even more important 

to remember this fact when studying V. K. Ratliff, who conceals a 

complex nature behind his simple mask. 

Ratliff reveals little about himself; and, although others can 

speculate about what kind of a person he is, no one can really pene

trate his mask. His reluctance to disclose facts about himself and 

his interest in learning about others make it possible for Ratliff to 

know a great deal more about others than they know about him. He says 

of himself, "All I ever needed was jest something to look at, watch, 

providing of course it had people in it" (Town, 351-352). Chick Mal

lison regards Gavin and Ratliff's interest in people as mere curiosity 

(Town, 4), but Beck points out: 

Curiosity . . . need not be idle, and its scrutiny may be 
extended to all phases of what is and what goes on with 
most serious reference not only to how so but to what 
should be or should not be, under the aspect of hiimanis-
tic presuppositions. These always underlie the inquiries 
of the spectator-characters.67 

Ratliff's careful observation brings him to realize the absurdity of 

much that goes on around him; and he, therefore, has the ability which 

Vos attributes to the wit to "perceive and express the ludicrous and 

the absurd."68 

Faulkner tells of Ratliff*s keen perceptive powers when he says, 

"To be unschooled, untravelled, and to an extent unread, Ratliff had a 
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terrifying capacity for knowledge or local information or acquaintance

ship to match the need of any local crisis" (Mansion, 381). For further 

proof of Ratliff's ability to perceive and express the absurdity around 

him, one needs only to look to any one of the many sections that he 

narrates at various points in the Snopes trilogy. At the same time, 

one must beware of Ratliff's narrative, however, since, as Gavin warns* 

"Between the voice and the face there were always two Ratliffs: the 

second one offering you a fair and open chance to divine what the first 

one really meant by what it was saying, provided you were smart enough 

(Town, 150). 

If Ratliff has a fault, it is most likely to be his extreme self-

confidence, but his assurance is usually an asset rather than a lia

bility to him; and only in the instance in which he allows Flem to 

sell him the worthless Old Frenchman place because he believes there 

is treasure buried there does he suffer a setback. With a good nature 

and confidence that is characteristic of Ratliff, however, he accepts 1 

the minor defeat without any trace of humiliation and rises above it 

by looking at it optimistically as a victory instead of a failure. 

In speaking of Flem later, Ratliff remarks, "Oh sho, he beat me out 

of that little cafe me and Grover Winbush owned, but who can say jest 

who lost then? If he hadn't a got it, Grover might a turned it into 

a French postcard peepshow too, and then I'd be out there where Grover 

is now: night watchman at that brick yard" (Town, 296-297). Ratliff 

always triumphs at least in attitude, if not in actuality. 
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Ratliff's attitude toward defeat gives him the air of never even 

having really been defeated, and a man who never suffers defeat can 

hardly keep from feeling superior to those around him who are constantly 

defeated. They, in turn, feel that he must actually be superior to 

them. This feeling of superiority is typical of a wit. In contrast 

to the butt, who acts as if he were less than a man, and the clown, 

who accepts his manhood for neither more nor less than it is, the wit, 

according to Vos, is "a man yes, but a man who acts as if he were 

more than he is because his attitude is one of pride and superiority."^^ 

Although Ratliff is a man, he has a feeling of pride and super

iority which sets him apart. He has a genuine confidence in himself 

which is lacking in both Mink Snopes and Gavin Stevens and which allows 

him to sit back and enjoy life without feeling the constant necessity 

to prove his own worth. Ratliff engages readily in any battle of wits 

as much because he enjoys these battles as because he feels a need to 

prove his superiority. He goes to a great deal of trouble and makes 

elaborate plans to outwit Flem soon after he begins his rise to power 

and affluence in Frenchman's Bend. The increased profit Ratliff real

izes from his goat scheme because he includes Flem in it is so negligible 

that his motivation must have been more than monetary. Cleanth Brooks 

has carefully described the complicated swapping that goes on and 

points out that Ratliff "makes over the whole of his contemplated 

profits to Ike and thus contents himself with the moral victory."'" 

Ratliff's willingness to accept a moral victory in place of 

monetary gain distinguishes him from almost every other person in 
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Jefferson. His lack of greed and his ability to remain detached and 

aloof from the absurdity around him keep him from falling prey to the 

greed and other weaknesses of his fellow citizens. Instead, he watches 

as they expose themselves, and then he comments on their failures and 

weaknesses. He seems to talk much, but he always listens more and 

listens so casually that others are seldom aware that they are being 

observed by a great student of human foibles. Ratliff often relies 

on what Constance Rourke calls "those evasive dialogues by which the 

Yankee sought to learn everything and tell nothing and accomplish 

an expanded sociability," Ratliff himself points out an ability to 

listen and observe which distinguishes him from Gavin, who always talks 

when he should be listening and consequently involves himself needlessly 

in a great deal of trouble. Gavin admits that he does not "know anything 

about women" and asks Ratliff, "So would you mind telling me how the hell 

you learned?" Ratliff replies, "Maybe by listening," and Gavin remembers 

how Ratliff's trips over the county selling sewing machines have given 

him many opportunities to listen to women and how he has made the most 

of these opportunities. "So I didn't listen to the right ones," Gavin 

remarks; and Ratliff quickly replies, "Or the wrong ones neither. . . . 

You never listened to nobody because by that time you were already 

talking again (Town, 229). 

Gavin is probably better acquainted with Ratliff than anyone 

else in Jefferson or Yoknapatawpha County is, but even he is not cer

tain exactly how to view Ratliff. Gavin considers him a friend, and 
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yet he finds him exasperating with his never diminishing supply of 

knowledge about the events and people of Yoknapatawpha County. In 

thinking about Eck Snopes's promotion from hamburger cook in Flem's 

cafe to nightwatchman for an empty, abandoned oil tank, Gavin remarks 

that Ratliff told him about the change; then he adds, "No: I mean 

it had to be Ratliff who told me: Ratliff with his damned smooth 

face and his damned shrewd bland innocent intelligent eyes, too damned 

innocent, too damned intelligent" (Town, 33). It is almost inconceiv-' 

able to Gavin that information about the events in Jefferson can come 

from any source other than Ratliff. He also gives credit to Ratliff 

for revealing that Flem does not keep his own money in the bank of 

which he is vice-president: 

Oh yes, we knew that; we had Ratliff's word for that. Rat
liff had to know a fact like that by now. After this many 
years of working to establish and maintain himself as what 
he uniquely was in Jefferson, Ratliff could not afford, he 
did not dare, to walk the streets and not have the answer 
to any and every situation which was not really any of his 
business. (Town, 141) 

Ratliffs concern is not confined to the residents of Jefferson; he 

is also interested in any stranger who passes through; and Chick Mal

lison says of him that "any stranger in town for just half a day, let 

alone a week, would find himself [talking to Ratliff]" (Town, 364). 

Little if anything escapes Ratliff's notice; and when he detects 

his neighbors engaged in absurdities such as the spotted horses auction, 

he takes delight in assuming a superior attitude. When those who should 

know better make such foolish mistakes as the men who buy the wild 

horses make, he exhibits little sympathy for them; and they receive 
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no mercy from his caustic comments. He warns the loafers at the store 

when Flem appears with the horses: 

All right. You folks can buy them critters if you want to. 
But me, I'd just as soon buy a tiger or a rattlesnake. And 
if Flem Snopes offered me either one of them I would be 
afraid to touch it for fear it would turn out to be a painted 
dog or a piece of garden hose when I went up to take pos
session of it. (Hamlet, 283) 

Those who hear his warning, however, allow their desire to have a novelty 

to triumph over their good sense; and they yield to Flem's offer of 

something new and different and worthless. 

After the sale and the stampede Ratliff lounges around the store, 

making fun of those who have bought the horses, until the clerk becomes 

angry and says, "All right. We done all admitted you are too smart for 

anybody to get ahead of. You never bought no horse from Flem or nobody 

else, so maybe it aint none of your business and maybe you better just 

leave it at that" (Hamlet, 316). Few others take such offense at Rat

liff's jokes, however; and he never makes fun of those who cannot help 

themselves. 

Ike Snopes's involvement with the cow is ludicrous and pitiful; 

but since Ike cannot help himself, Ratliff refuses to allow others to 

shame and exploit him. At the same time he approaches the problemlwith 

detachment so that he will not be directly involved and possibly embar

rassed. There are those who suggest that he acts not from humanitarian 

motives since Ike is happier with the cow than without it but from 

jealousy because, as Mrs. Littlejohn says, "somebody named Snopes . . . 

is making something out of it" (Hamlet, 201). 
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Ratliff's actions regarding the cow reveal instead of jealousy, 

however, an empathy with the suffering of others that is rarely shown 

in him, although it is suggested on other occasions. Although he 

does not seek out trouble needlessly as Gavin does, Ratliff does not 

avoid it either. Instead, he takes what he himself would call an 

"active" interest in it. His use of the word active for actual is 

probably more accurate than the correct word would be. Faulkner tells 

how Ratliff accidentally stumbles upon a group of men watching Ike in 

the barn with his cow: 

He knew not only what he was going to see but that, like 
Bookwright, he did not want to see it, yet, unlike Book-
wright, he was going to look. He did look, leaning his 
face in between two other heads; and it was as though it 
were himself inside the stall with the cow, himself look
ing out of the blasted tongueless face at the row of faces 
watching him who had been given the wordless passions but 
not the specious words. (Hamlet, 199) 

As he covers up the slot through which the men have been looking, 

Ratliff speaks in a voice that is "merely sardonic, mild even, familiar, 

cursing . . . not in rage and not even in outraged righteousness" (Ham

let, 199). His speech here exhibits the detachment that Vos says is 

typical of a wit and which is distinct from the rage that Mink Snopes 

would have shown or the righteous indignation that is typical of Gavin 

Stevens. 

When Mrs. Littlejohn questions Ratliff's motives, he replies, 

I aint never disputed I'm a pharisee. . . . You dont need 
to tell me he aint got nothing else. I know that. Or 
that I can sholy leave him have at least this much. I 
know that too, just as I know that the reason I aint going 
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to leave him have what he does have is simply because I 
am strong enough to keep him from it. I am stronger 
than him. Not righter. Not any better, maybe. But just 
stronger. (Hamlet, 201) 

This outward condemnation of himself is merely a continuation of his 

masking of his true feelings. When he looked in at Ike he could feel 

himself in his place, but now he prefers that his neighbors think of 

him as having a holier-than-thou attitude rather than reveal a tender 

side of his personality to them. At the same time, he makes no lofty 

pretensions of nobility but expresses his realization that might tri

umphs as often as right does. 

Ratliff maintains his air of aloofness when I, 0. Snopes approaches 

him about helping buy Ike's cow so that it can be butchered. As he tries 

to collect the money, I. 0. says, "I dont reckon you aim to put up none 

of it" (Hamlet, 206). Ratliff's reply is a simple, "No." Again, how

ever, although he has refused to make a public display, Ratliff has 

quietly given Mrs. Littlejohn money from his own pocket to provide for 

Ike's care. 

The insistence on observing absurdity and yet remaining aloof 

from it is one of the qualities which distinguishes a wit from a butt 

or a clown. A butt becomes involved in absurdity because of his in

ability to see it. And a clown becomes involved in the ludicrous be

cause he hopes to be able to do something about it. A wit, on the other 

hand, chooses not to become involved. He observes and comments, but he 

does not place himself in a position that might involve him in the 

ludicrous. 
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V. K. Ratliff's detachment is noted by a number of literary 

critics as well as by a number of his fellow citizens. Warren Beck 

notes how Ratliff mingles "dismayed detachment and uncompromising con

viction" and refers to him as a "spectator-interventionist." He also 

remarks that Ratliff's humorous comments are more than just intel

lectual play or "yokel quaintness." They are instead, he says, "an 

assertion of moral aloofness."72 Ratliff himself does not deny his 

aloofness; instead he insists on maintaining at least the appearance 

of detachment. The favors he does for those in need remain practically 

unknown even to the reader, and certainly the residents of Yoknapa

tawpha County are not aware of his philanthropy. He is indiscriminate 

in helping anyone who truly needs help; and even though he appears to 

by unsympathetic to those who are victims of their own greed or weak

ness, he will help them if he can. He helps Mink Snopes's wife care 

for their children after Mink is imprisoned. He helps the idiot Ike 

Snopes. And in a completely different way from the way he has helped 

either of these two he helps such different people as Gavin Stevens 

and Eula Varner Snopes. 

Although Ratliff's intervention in affairs is so carefully con

cealed that it goes unnoticed for the most part by his fellows, his 

actions are much more effective than the wild eruptions in which Gavin 

takes part. It is Ratliff with his simple logic who finally puts a 

stop to the deplorable Clarence Snopes when everyone else feels he can

not be defeated. He deals with the problem rather crudely, but finesse 
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would have little impace on Clarence or any other Snopes. Ratliff 

approaches the problem pragmatically as he does all other problems. 

He says, 

It's a pure and simple proposition; there must be a pure 
and simple answer to it. Clarence jest purely and simply 
wants to get elected to Congress, he dont keer how; there 
must be some pure and simple way for the folks that purely 
and simply dont want him in Congress to say No to him, they 
don't keer how neither. (Mansion, 313) 

When Clarence mysteriously withdraws from the race after Uncle Billy 

Varner's election-year picnic, Ratliff tries to explain why he has 

chosen not to continue his campaign: 

"The twin boys was twin boys and the thicket was a dog 
thicket . . . a dog way-station. A kind of a dog post 
office you might say. Every dog in Beat Two uses it at 
least once a day. . . . " 

"All right," his uncle said. "Go on." 
"That's all," Ratliff said. "Jest that-ere what you 

might call select dee-butant Uncle Billy Varner politics 
coming-out picnic and every voter and candidate in forty 
miles . . . milling around the grove where Senator Clarence 
Egglestone Snopes could circulate among them . . . ever 
thing quiet and peaceful and ordinary and lawabiding as 
usual . . . until whoever this anonymous underhanded fel
ler was, suh-jested to them two boys what might happen say 
if two folks about that size would shoo them dogs outen 
that thicket long enough to cut off a handful of them 
switches well down below the dog target level and kind of 
walk up behind where Senator C. Egglestone Snopes was get
ting out the vote, and draw them damp switches light and 
easy, not to disturb him, across the back of his britches 
legs. Light and easy, not to disturb nobody, because ap
parently Clarence nor nobody else even noticed the first 
six or eight dogs until maybe Clarence felt his britches 
legs getting damp or maybe jest cool. (Mansion, 316-317) 

Although Ratliff can be proud of defeating Clarence Snopes, there is 

little in his methods to give him reason to brag; and he modestly 
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minimizes his part in the event, giving credit to "a kind of a hand 

of God" (Mansion, 315) or an "anonymous underhanded son-of-a-gim" 

(Mansion. 317). This situation is merely one of many in which Rat

liff is what Beck calls "playful in earnest."^^ The situation is 

really grave, and many people realize the danger of having the ig

norant and corrupt Clarence Snopes advanced in his political career. 

Ratliff's playful approach to the problem is typical of him, and the 

simplicity of his scheme overwhelms Gavin, who approaches every task 

over the most arduous route. When he leams what has happened, he 

can only remark, "It's too simple. I dont believe it" (Mansion, 318). 

Neither Mink Snopes nor Gavin Stevens could have dealt so effec

tively with the problem of Clarence Snopes as Ratliff does. It is 

this ability to deal readily with problems that distinguishes a wit 

from a butt or a clown. A wit can, according to Vos, rely on inner 

strengths and thus be independent. At times he may even be aggressive 

and defiant, but his most important possession is his "limitless pos-

74 
sibilities." Ratliff is aggressive in his dealings with others 

whether they are business dealings or battles of wits. He is not, how

ever, defiant with the senseless defiance that destroys butts such as 

Mink Snopes. 

Ratliff's confidence and superiority enable him to perform deeds 

which are impossible to others; and he, like wits in general, always 

emerges victorious. Ratliff is not only a victor in his dealings with 

others, but also a triumph for Faulkner artistically. Howe says of him. 



60 

For the habitual Faulkner reader it comes as a decided 
pleasure to find at the center of the novel a truly in
telligent and rational man who neither moons nor rants, 
who is not overwhelmed by neurotic fantasies, who is 
capable of disinterested observation, who has a highly 
developed moral sense yet extends his sympathy to those 
he judges, even to some of the Snopeses. It is a pleas
ure Faulkner himself seems to share.'^ 

Ratliff is most certainly an enjoyable character and one who is likely 

to "endure." He is, as Beck points out, humorous and serious minded 

at the same time. He provides a great deal of entertainment and a 

great deal of enlightenment to those who are acquainted with him. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

This study has dealt primarily with the reactions of three of 

Faulkner's characters to the absurd situations that constitute the 

environment in which they live. The reactions have ranged from the 

constant frustration and defeat which plague Mink Snopes to the 

confidence and victory which carry V. K. Ratliff always forward to 

some new conquest. Gavin Stevens exhibits a combination of the quali

ties of both of these other men. He has hope and some confidence 

that he can somehow help change the plight of his fellows, but his 

confidence is not sufficient to see him all the way through a situa

tion. It is enough to get him involved, but not enough to make him 

victorious. 

Each man has been involved in varying degrees in ludicrous situa

tions. Mink Snopes is so deeply involved in the morass of troubles 

which plague him that he is never able to gain sufficient distance from 

them to have a proper perspective and recognize them for the petty an

noyances which they are. Consequently, by struggling against them, he 

aggravates them until they mushroom out of control and almost crush 

him. Mink's intense desire to prove himself the equal of other men 

obsesses him and leads him into many ludicrous situations. He engages 

in battles of wits such as those which Ratliff participates in; but 
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whereas Ratliff participates in them for mere pleasure, the contests 

are deadly serious to Mink. There is much more involved,' as far as 

he is concerned, in his attempt to pasture his cow in Houston's pasture 

for free than there is in Ratliff's attempt to out-trade Flem Snopes 

in his goat scheme. The stakes are high and vitally important to 

Mink; his self-respect and humanity are at stake. Ratliff is less 

concerned than Mink since he is merely trying to protect his reputa

tion for shrewdness from being encroached upon by the newcomer, Flem. 

In all of Mink's dealings there is a bitterness that is absent 

from the actions of both Gavin Stevens and V. K. Ratliff. Mink's 

bitterness and failure combine into hostility which is so powerful 

that it controls him and leads him into ludicrous situations on every 

hand. His plans, no matter how carefully made, always go awry; and 

only his patience and perseverence provide him with the slightest 

basis for hope. 

Mink, like the others, is engaged in a number of absurd situa

tions because of his own doings; but, even more than they, he suffers 

atrocities at the hands of outsiders. His cousin tries to force him 

to reveal where he has hidden Houston after he kills him so that they' 

can rob him. As each tries to out-wait and out-wit the other, they 

engage in a checker game. The most unusual aspect of the contest is 

that when Mink's cousin realizes that Mink is trying to lose his 

half of Houston's money so that he will not need to show the cousin 

where Houston is, the cousin tries to lose, too; and the game takes 

on a truly ridiculous atmosphere. The game demonstrates how even-
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Mink's relatives, whom he should be able to trust, are ready to vic

timize him. His plight becomes so bad when he is in prison and Flem 

sends Montgomery Ward Snopes to trick him into trying to escape that 

Montgomery Ward demonstrates the un-Snopeslike quality of pity. Even 

here, however, it is not the major failure to escape that angers Mink, 

but the humiliation that results because he has to disguise himself as 

a woman. This humiliation climaxes the series of frustrations he has 

suffered because of Flem, and it seals Flem's doom as certainly as the 

extra dollar pound fee sealed Houston's. Over and over in Mink's life 

humiliations and frustrations accumulate until some trivial frustra

tion triggers a violent eruption of Mink's always seething rage. 

When Mink is finally released after thirty-eight years in prison, 

his journey from Parchman to Jefferson consists of a series of ludicrotis 

events which embarrass and thwart him at practically every step. He is 

robbed and cheated by almost everyone he meets, and the weapon with 

which he finally wreaks his revenge is so ridiculous that even it em

barrasses him. The scene in which he murders Flem and should achieve 

his victory is as ludicrous as his whole life has been. His only measure 

of dignity or victory comes at his death. Here for the only time in 

his life he is able to escape his role as the butt of life's joke. 

Gavin Stevens fares little better than Mink in his maneuverings, 

but at the same time he is far superior to Mink and conducts his affairs 

on a much higher plane. His activities include such pastimes as his 

hobby of translating the Bible back into Greek. Although this method 

of using his time may seem rather useless, it is one of the few activi-
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ties which Gavin can enjoy without getting himself in trouble. The 

rest of his time is employed in fights which he does not know how to 

fight. He battles with Manfred de Spain on both the physical and the 

mental levels to protect Eula Vamer Snopes's non-existent virtue, and 

his antics are often much closer to those of a foolish adolescent than 

they are to the actions of a mature man. His main failure is, as Rat

liff points out, that he is never quite sure of exactly what it is 

that he wants and he does not ever really leam how to fight. 

Gavin thinks he sees in Flem's brass-stealing activities at the 

power plant an opportunity to stop Manfred de Spain's activities with 

Eula. He believes that de Spain is aware of the activities and that, 

since as mayor he has done nothing to stop them, he is guilty of mal

feasance; and thus Gavin plans to bring suit against him. Henry Best 

points out that no crime can be proved. The two Negroes who work at 

the plant are supposed to have hidden the brass in Jefferson's water 

tower. There can be no evidence of theft until the tank is drained to 

see whether the brass is in it. If it is not there, there is no evi

dence of a crime; and if it is there, it is not stolen since it is in 

property belonging to the city. Gavin argues that it is not the brass 

itself that really matters so much as it is the fact that de Spain is 

guilty of malfeasance. As always he is more concerned with the abstract 

than the concrete, and his suit brings him embarrassment rather than 

the victory he hoped for. 

Gavin is like Mink in that he never learns how to fight, but he 

is unlike him in that he is not crushed by his defeats. He goes from 

one to another, engaging in juvenile tactics which are only more ridicu-
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culous because of his prominent position in the community. His contest 

with de Spain as de Spain roars past his house with his cut-out open 

and Gavin bribes two young boys to sabotage the car provides a good-

natured laugh to the reader who can laugh freely without the appre

hension that accompanies Mink Snopes's predicaments. The situation 

exhibits two clowns exchanging blows with padded clubs. Each enjoys 

tantalizing the other and landing a good solid blow when possible, but 

neither hits below the belt or takes unfair advantage of the other. 

Gavin is knocked down and has his nose bloodied literally on two oc

casions, and he suffers the same fate figuratively almost every time 

he engages in a contest. A bloody nose is of small importance to him, 

however; and he knows of no way to learn how to fight except by fight

ing. Therefore, he bounces back from each defeat with a resilience 

that assures the reader that he is not seriously hurt and assures him 

further that it is all right to laugh at him. He is a clown—victim 

and victor simultaneously. 

Mink Snopes is at the bottom of the social pyramid, and Gavin 

Stevens is at the top. Between the two socially but far above either 

of them as a human being is V. K. Ratliff. A large part of The Hamlet 

consists of his narrating the foolish actions of others. His stories 

include much folklore and indicate his capacity as a raconteur and his 

pleasure in the pursuit of story-telling. He tells with relish how the 

legendary Pat Stamper defeats the wily Ab Snopes in a horse trade. He 

tells about Ab's burning Major de Spain's barn. He describes Flem 

Snopes's outwitting the Prince of Hell in an imaginary encounter. He 



66 

takes great pleasure in building his stories from the materials provided 

by the follies of his neighbors; and if he does not have sufficient 

material for a good story, he takes no less pleasure in manufacturing 

his own materials as he does when he narrates Flem's dealings with the 

devil. Except for the almost humorless character, Flem Snopes, how

ever, Ratliff seldom finds it necessary to make up his stories. The 

actions of his neighbors constitute a natural reservoir of foolish

ness from which he can draw freely. Although he makes the maximum use 

of this resource, he would no more think of involving himself in his 

neighbors' ridiculous actions than he would think of jumping into the 

well from which he has just taken a drink. His role is to observe 

and narrate, but not to participate. His is the role of the wit. 

The three characters studied here have shown three different ap

proaches to life's absurdities. Mink's humorless rage brings him always 

to the defeat which is typical of the butt. Gavin's rather hazy percep

tion that life is absurd does not prevent his actively participating in 

it and experiencing the defeat and victory which are characteristic of 

the clown. V. K. Ratliff, as the wit, observes and rises above life's 

absurdities by developing and maintaining a sense of humor which enables 

him to laugh at the foolishness that surrounds him. Each approaches 

life in a different manner, and the way in which each approaches it 

determines whether he will survive. 
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