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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

A part of William Faulkner's mental "lumber room"
1 

was John Keats's "Ode on a Grecian Urn." Faulkner himself 

made this point in a 1956 interview with Jean Stein for 

The Paris Review: "If a writer has to rob his mother, he 

will not hesitate: the Ode on a Grecian urn is worth any 
2 

number of old ladies." More concrete evidence of Faulk-

ner's debt to Keats lies in his works, some of which go so 

far as to quote the poem directly. His writings indicate 

that the ode served as a nucleus from which he constructed 

a group of broad concepts having to do with search, quiet-

ness, and immobility. His characters frequently reflect 

the inspiration of these themes from the ode. 

Several critics have recognized Faulkner's debt to 

Keats. One individual who has devoted considerable thought 

to the correlation between the two is Richard P. Adams, who 

explains in "The Apprenticeship of William Faulkner" that 

although Faulkner read Keats as a young man, he was not 

1Faulkner used the phrase while speaking to The 
Jefferson Society at The University of Virginia, in refer
ence to the materials he used in his writings. Faulkner 
in the University, eds. Frederick L. Gwynn and Joseph Blot
ner (Charlottesville, Virginia: ~1e University of Virginia 
Press, 1959}, p. 103. 

2Joseph Blotner, Faulkner: A Biography (New York: 
Random House, 1974), II, 1594. 

1 
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especially impressed by Keats's poetry •. He turned instead 

to the modern poets: but by 1925, one year after the re

lease of The Marble Faun, his first published book of poems, 

Faulkner commented about his earlier reading, "I read 'Thou 

still unravished bride of quietness• and found a still 

water withal strong and potent, quiet with its own strength, 

and satisfying as bread. That beautiful awareness, so sure 

of its own power that it is not necessary to create the 
3 

illusion of force by frenzy and motion ... 

The Marble Faun demonstrates that the ode did in-

deed influence Faulkner. This volume of poetry has been 

compared to Keats not only for its general language and 

imagery, but also for its use of the faun itself, a being 

which is eternally fixed in marble and which speaks to man. 

Adams, for instance, makes such a comparison in both 11 The 

Apprenticeship of William Faulkner.. and Faulkner: Myth 

d 
. 4 an MotJ.on. In addition, Michael Millgate, in The Achieve-

5 
ment of William Faulkner, points out that the landscapes 

which appear in the volume resemble adaptions of the Area-

dian landscapes of Keats and Swinburne more than those of 

Faulkner's native country. The book's references to 

3 d f ... d "d Faulkner: Four Deca es o CrJ.tJ.cJ.sm, e • LJ.n a w. 
Wagner (Lansing, Michigan: Michigan State University Press, 
1973}, p. 9. 

4 Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press. 

5London: Constable and Co. Ltd., 1966. 
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eternity, or immortality; to intermingled bliss and sorrow; 

and to quiet as both soundlessness and peace also reflect 

the ode. Similar images appear in A Green Bough, published 

in 1933. Faulkner describes an "unravished" song and a 

"still bride of sleep," and again stresses concepts of 

eternity and of silence which resemble those of the ode. 

Critics have paid more attention to ode references 

which appear in Faulkner's novels. Richard Adams describes 

Faulkner's use of monuments and "frozen movement" in which 

"the dynamic quality of life is immediately and sharply 

opposed to artificial stasis." He notes that such in-

stances contrast speed or intense effort with some counter-

ing force which impedes the motion, and he states that this 

contrast in the ode was what first attracted Faulkner to it. 

Adams adds that, in a number of Faulkner novels, direct or 

indirect references to the ode appear through "urns, vases, 

statues, or sculpted friezes which suggest the impression 

of stopped motion."
6 

Sally R. Page, in Faulkner's Women: 

Characterization and Meaning, also points out that Faulkner 

repeatedly incorporated the Keatsian "still moment of 
7 

eternity" into his own works. She explains that Lena Grove, 

of Light in August, is identified with truth and beauty, 

which are associated in this novel and in Mosquitoes with 

6Adams, Faulkner: Myth and Motion, p. 12. 

7Deland, Florida: Everett and Edwards, Inc., 1972, 
p. 31. 
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the ode through such terms as "peaceful, .. "tranquil," 

"motionless," 11 Calm," "grave," and "quiet." 

M. Gidley, Edmond L. Volpe, and Lawrence Thompson 

discuss Faulkner's indebtedness to Keats. In "One Continu-

ous Force: Notes on Faulkner's Extra-Literary Reading," 

Gidley rather clearly establishes Faulkner's consistent in
a 

terest in the mysticism in Keats's Nee-Platonism. Volpe 

pays special attention to ode references in Go Down, Moses 

and Mosquitoes; referring to the latter book, he mentions 

the inspiration of the ode especially in providing some of 

the images for what he calls Faulkner's "surrealistic 
9 

epiphany." Volpe eventually concludes that the earlier 

novels draw upon the poem continually. In an "Afterword" 

in the 1964 New American Library edition of Sartoris, Thomp-

son bases his discussion of the novel upon Faulkner's adap-

tation of the ode. He concentrates, in particular, upon 

references concerning Narcissa Benbow; and he sees her re-

lation to the ode as an ironic one which emphasizes her 

negative qualities. 

Both Cleanth Brooks and Richard Adams have mentioned 

the resemblance between a statement by McCaslin Edmonds in 

Go Down, Moses and a remark which Keats made in a letter to 

8Faulkner: Four Decades of Criticism, p. 58. 

9A Reader's Guide to William Faulkner (New York: 
Farrar, Straus, and Co., 1964), pp. 58-62. 
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Benjamin Bailey. In a discussion of man's imagination, 

Keats wrote to his friend, "I am certain of nothing but of 

the holiness of the Heart's affections and the truth of 

Imagination. What the imagination seizes as Beauty must 
10 

be truth." In William Faulkner: The Yoknapatawpha Coun-

try, Brooks says that Edmonds' statement "what the heart 

holds to becomes truth, as far as we know truth" might have 

11 
been a recollection of Keats's remark. Similarly, Adams 

believes that Faulkner must have had the letter in mind, 

th t h . 1 . 1 h . . 12 a e was consc1ous y or unconsc1ous y parap ras1ng 1t. 

The studies just cited go far in explaining the 

bearing of the ode upon Faulkner's language and imagery and 

characterization. They do not account for his broader use 

of the ode to develop thematic ideas which are basic to the 

message in his works. Several themes which are reflected 

in his writings emerge rather clearly from the ode.
13 

Keats 

lOLetters of John Keats, ed. Robert Gittings (New 
York: Oxford Un1vers1ty Press, 1970), pp. 36-37. 

11New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 
1963, p. 265. 

12
Adams, "The Apprenticeship of William Faulkner," 

Faulkner: Four Decades of Criticism, pp. 12-13. 

13Rather than arguing for any particular interpre
tation of the ode, this study deals with the poem only as 
it relates to the Faulkner canon. For an insight into the 
scope of critical discussion about the ode, see Harvey T. 
Lyon's Keats's Well-Read Urn: An Introduction to Literary 
Method (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1958). 
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employs the ode's urn as a device for freezing human life 

in a moment of its most abundant activity, or energy. The 

urn is meaningful not merely because it is a beautiful 
14 

"attic shape," but because it relates to man, portraying 

"men and maidens .. in 11mad pursuit" of life, speaking to man 

of unfading truths, telling him all he needs to know of 

life. Faulkner, like Keats, presents monuments and moments 

of frozen action which convey messages to and about mankind. 

From the opening of the poem, Keats builds the image of a 

quietude which speaks "more eloquently than our rhyme," of 

a silence which transcends speech or thought because it 

emanates from the timeless world of the ideal, of perfection, 

of ultimate truth. Even in his early poetry, Faulkner adapts 

a similar concept of silence: characters such as Caddy Camp-

son and Narcissa Benbow show how he expands this concept 

while continuing to associate it with ode. The urn belongs 

to the realm of timelessness, of unvarying truth and beauty. 

It preserves moments of human life, and through this ability, 

it reveals all man needs to know of life: that he need only 

strive for truth and beauty. We find many of Faulkner's 

characters in search of truth. Some, such as Caddy, find 

it in spite of the ugliness and decay with which they are 

14Keats: Poetical Works, ed. H. W. Garrod (New York, 
N.Y.: Oxford University Press, 1970), pp. 209-10. (Sub
sequent references to the ode are taken from this edition.) 
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surrounded in the temporal world, and they are preserved, 

immortalized, in states of beauty. Others, such as Isaac 

McCaslin, pursue distorted ideals, false truths; and these 

Characters wither or die. 

Quest is one of the fundamental concepts of the 

poem, and it is a theme which can be traced through many 

Faulkner novels. The ode's opening stanza hints at this 

theme as the persona questions the urn about the 11 leaf

fring'd legends .. which appear upon it. We read of a 11mad 

pursuit," of a .. struggle to escape, .. of "wild ecstasy," and 

the image of quest begins to build. Faulkner's theme of 

quest is built through figures such as Sanctuary's Temple 

Drake, who struggles to escape from one sanctuary to an

other; or Light in August's Lena Grove, who pursues Joe 

Christmas throughout that novel. Not until the second and 

third stanzas of the ode does the quest image become com

plete. In the second stanza, Keats describes the youth 

who can never leave, and therefore never complete, his 

song, and trees which can never complete the seasonal cycle 

of change. More emphasis is placed upon the lover, who can 

approach his goal of kissing the maiden, but cannot ever 

consummate that kiss. Yet the lover is not to grieve, for 

his very inability to attain "bliss" means that he loves 

forever and that his love remains forever fair. In the 

third stanza, the boughs which cannot shed their leaves 

are described as "happy happy;" the melodist who must 
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constantly pipe songs is "unwearied." The lovers are hap

piest of all. "For ever panting, and for ever young," they 

are caught in the midst of human passion "That leaves a 

heart high-sorrowful and cloy•d." Yet they are so intensely 

committed to one another, to their love, their passion, 

that they experience joy with sorrow: the heart is the 

source of both qualities. The tension here between quest 

and consummation resides in the fact that although the 

lovers never achieve the satisfaction of consummating their 

quest, the quest enables them to remain permanently at the 

apex of human feeling. In Go Down, Moses, Isaac McCaslin 

yearns to preserve his quest, but fails to do so because 

it directs him away from the passions of the heart. The 

lovers are happy because they ara caught at the moment at 

which their feeling is strongest, before the act of consum

mation allows it to subside, and they are therefore most 

intensely alive. Because Isaac•s pursuits lead him away 

from passionate feeling, he ultimately achieves mere dis

illusionment rather than bliss. 

The theme of peace, or quietude, is also evident 

from the first of the poem. The urn is an "unravish 1 d 

bride of quietness," 11 foster child of silence and slow 

time." Paradoxically, though, its silence enables it to 

speak "more sweetly than our rhyme." Caddy Compson and 

Linda Snopes Kohl are also "brides of quietness .. who can 

communicate through their quiet and who demonstrate 
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Faulkner's adaptation of the theme of quietness. The idea 

of silent speech is developed more clearly in the second 

stanza, as we lear~l more about the urn's message. The poem 

explains that the vessel conveys unheard melodies, 11 ditties 

of no tone," whose message is more effective than the rhyme 

of the poem itself. In the final stanza, we learn just how 

potent the "silent form .. of the urn is: it is 11 the friend 

to man .. which tells him all he needs to know. Here, then, 

is the paradox which Richard Adams believes first attracted 

Faulkner to the ode. The urn is silent: yet it speaks 

eloquently of that knowledge which is most important to 

man. Its still and silent form is alive with meaning, and 

its quietude is a form of speech and of positive action. 

The urn's message to man concerns truth and beauty-

the Nee-Platonic view of these qualities, and the one which 

M. Gidley discusses in regard to Faulkner's reading of Keats. 

The ode's first stanza contains a reference to this doctrine 

of truth in the comment upon the urn's ability to speak 

more sweetly than the rhyme of the poem. This oblique ref

erence becomes clearer in the second stanza, with the state

ment that unheard melodies are sweeter than heard ones. 

Not until the final stanza, though, is the theme of truth 

developed fully. The silent urn 11 dost tease us out of 

thought, /As doth eternity. 11 The urn is cold, immobile and 

unchanging: yet it tells us that 11 'Beauty is truth, truth 

beauty,' 11 which is all that man can know on earth. Keats 
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seems to be saying that human words and thought are limited, 

that the rational process can proceed to a certain point 

and no further. Beauty and truth are one, and perfect 

beauty requires no elaboration or justification. The urn 

reveals this beauty, the truth which transcends thought, 

through the legends which it depicts. "Human passion" is 
. 

the quality which brings the figures on the urn into the 

rea~ of the eternally beautiful; and passionate movement 

toward other people, more than mere words, seems to be what 

sparks contact between man and the true and beautiful. Man 

transcends the mundane world by participating passionately 

in its human activity; this is his key to the true and beau-

tiful. This thesis will discuss a group of Faulknerian char-

acters who gain or forfeit truth and beauty, according to 

the degree to which they move toward· their fellow human be-

ings. Like the figures upon the urn, they rise above the 

mundane world, toward truth, as they open their hearts more 

freely; or they become locked away from truth as they fail 

to do so. 

The influence of Keats's ode on Faulkner carne 

through inspiration related to Keats's ideas of quest, of 

quietude, and of truth. The purpose of this study will be 

to trace these ideas, showing that they expanded into a 

fundamental part of Faulkner's work. EXamples will come 

from several of his writings, but the main discussion will 

center around three novels which clearly demonstrate 
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Faulkner's use of the thematic principles from the ode: 

Go Down, Moses, Sartoris, and The Sound and the Fury. 

' Chapter Two will discuss Faulkner's use of the con

cept of quest. In Go Down, Moses, Isaac McCaslin, who is 

directly linked to the ode, commits himself to the hunt, a 

literal quest which he envisions as enduring forever and 

which leads him into the wilderness and away from humanity. 

His cousin, Cass Edmonds, attempts to explain, through the 

ode, that Ike is making a fatal mistake, but Isaac fails to 

recognize his error until it is too late. In this novel, 

then, Faulkner bases a concept of quest, or pursuit of a 

goal, upon the ode, but quest becomes a negative quality 

which draws Isaac away from the truth he seeks. Bayard 

Sartoris, in Sartoris, engages in an equally futile quest, 

as does Quentin Compson, in The Sound and the Fury. In all 

three novels, Faulkner employs the ode to develop the theme 

of quest, but his characters are not promised continued 

bliss or even endurance. Man's quest, his pursuit of truth 

or meaning in life, must be oriented toward mankind, as 

that of the figures upon the urn is, or he fails, Faulkner 

seems to say, to attain truth and to endure as the urn's 

figures endure. Quest can be either positive or negative, 

then, depending upon the individual's orientation, upon the 

direction in which he quests. 

The subject of Chapter Three, "Peace and Stasis," 

recognizes a similar duality, for Faulkner builds from 
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Keats's idea of quietness the opposing themes of peace and 

stasis. Adjectives such as "quiet," "serene," "calm," 

"cold, .. and .. tranquil .. are repeatedly used to describe a 

variety of characters and situations. In regard to indi

viduals such as Caddy Campson, these terms are indicative 

of positive qualities, of a peace, or quietude, paralleling 

the "bride of quietness" which is the central image of 

Keats's ode. On one hand, therefore, quietude, serenity, 

calmness represent peace: but these same qualities may re

fer to stasis, an unproductive and decidedly negative still

ness, rather than to the peace which the urn typifies. 

Narcissa Benbow, who is often depicted through the use of 

almost the same words which describe Caddy, demonstrates 

this second side of the coin. The serenity of characters 

such as Narcissa, who is described as a "bride of quietness, " 

is paradoxical, denoting not peace, but stasis. While 

Caddy's serenity emphasizes her affinity with truth and 

beauty, Narcissa's serenity ironically indicates her lack 

of affinity with these virtues: her quietude is not peace, 

but stasis. Faulkner also associates the idea of stasis, 

largely through instances of frozen motion, with figures 

such as Bayard Sartoris, figures who engage in violent ac

tion. In the "stilled lives," which correspond to the 

urn's characteristic of freezing life, Faulkner indicates 

that such violent motion is exactly the same as the static 

quietude of persons such as Narcissa. Motion, in other 
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words, may be stasis, just as quiet may be; rather than a 

real, actual force, motion may represent merely 11 the illu

sion of force" which Faulkner mentioned while discussing 

the ode in 1925. In utilizing Keats's idea of quietness, 

Faulkner portrays a quiet which represents peace and thus 

is a power for good; he portrays a quiet which is mere 

stasis and is powerless to promote good; and he portrays 

a motion which is actually another form of stasis and is 

therefore devoid of any real potency. 

Chapter Four concentrates upon the source of truth. 

By associating characters with the ode through the quest 

theme or through the opposing themes of peace and stasis, 

Faulkner links them with a Keatsian vision of truth and 

beauty. Figures who pursue quests directed toward their 

fellow human beings or whose quiet is a force rather than 

a vacuum are aligned with truth and beauty; those who 

isolate themselves from mankind, those whose quiet is 

stasis, and those whose motion is stillness fail to reach 

these absolutes. For Faulkner, truth is attained through 

one's commitment to mankind, and truth itself is a Nee

Platonic entity like that which appears in Keats's ode. In 

a review of Requiem for a Nun, Cleanth Brooks explains Faulk

ner's view of truth: 11 The great affirmations of ultimate 

value, even though reasonable men may agree that they are 

credible, always transcend reason. One cannot 'know' them 

in the sense that he knows a chemical formula. One believes 
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them. They are accepted as a matter of faith ... 15 It is 

this sort of truth which is defined in Go Down, Moses; 

Isaac McCaslin fails to understand it. In sartoris and 

The Sound and the Fury, Bayard Sartoris, Narcissa Beribow 

Sartoris, and Quentin Compson fail as well; but Caddy Camp

son, and characters like her, comprehend this view of truth 

almost instinctively. Through these characters, then, Faulk-

ner shows a progression toward or away from truth. 

A work of art becomes increasingly valuable to an 

individual as he applies it to his own beliefs or thought 

processes and as he uses it to reach and to describe gen-

eralized convictions. Faulkner's poetry shows that early 

in his career, the ode served as a source for his language 

and imagery. His novels indicate that the ode ~ontinued 

to be an important source later in his career, that he used 

it to portray his convictions about man's relationship with 

truth, the ultimate value. The ode may be regarded as one 

starting point from which he developed his own concepts. 

The following chapters seek to illustrate how an understand

ing of Faulkner's use of the ode may lead to deeper insights 

into the novelist's art. 

No definitive edition of William Faulkner's novels 

is yet available. In his bibliographic essay on Faulkner 

lS .. Faulkner and History, .. The Mississippi Quarterly, 
XXV (Spring, 1972), 12. 
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in Sixteen Modern American Authors {New York: w. w. Norton 

and Co., Inc., 1973), James B. Meriwether recommends the 

Random House edition as the most reliable. This study uses 

both this edition and the more readily available Modern 

Library printings by Random House. Underlined matter in 

quotations follows the Faulkner style as it appears in 

these editions. 



CHAPTER II 

THE THEME OF QUEST 

Quest is a primary concept in Faulkner's novels, 

for they are largely peopled by individuals who consciously 

seek particular goals. Temple Drake, in Sanctuary, flies 

from one sanctuary to another without ever finding the 

safety or fulfillment which she seeks. In the trilogy of 

The Hamlet, The Town, and The Mansion, Flem Snopes pursues 

money, power, and finally, respectability. The Bundren 

family, in As I Lay Dying, jointly pursue the somewhat less 

ambitious, though perhaps equally difficult goal of burying 

Addie at the same time that each member of the family is 

bent upon his own individual quest. Thomas Sutpen strives 

to found a dynasty in Absalom, Absalom! and sacrifices 

everything, including his own children, to his grand design. 

The sort of goals which the individual pursues and the way 

in which he dedicates himself to his goals often dictate 

the meaning or meaninglessness which he finds in life and 

dictate, as well, the judgment which the reader must fi

nally make of the character who quests. Quest itself is 

neither positive nor negative; but Faulkner employs this 

theme to show that the individual's quest must not draw him 

away from mankind. Rather, his goals must touch upon the 

human heart, just as that of the lovers upon the urn does: 

the character whose quest isolates or alienates him from 

16 
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other human beings ultimately fails. 

That the theme of quest occurs throughout many of 

his novels is not, in itself, sufficient evidence upon 

which to base an assumption that Faulkner somehow derived 

this theme from the ode or that the ode served even as a 

starting point for his concept of quest. The quest de-

picted upon the urn is, after all, a particular kind of 

pursuit. Its primary characteristic is that it is an un-

consummated pursuit, a desire which can never be realized, 

a moment which can never be brought to its climax. The 

action of the lovers is stilled into immortality. Yet 

Faulkner's novels abound with just such moments in which 

characters are immortalized while in the midst of their 

quests. For example, Absalom, Absalom! presents a series 

of such moments. When Henry Sutpen is a child, his father's 

hands are preserved reaching toward him 11 in a kind of blaz-

16 
ing immortality... Through Wash Jones, the Colonel is seen 

as a ''galloping image" which moves "forever and immortal 

beneath the brandished saber and the shot-torn flag" (p. 

288). As Charles Bon and Henry Sutpen ride to New Orleans, 

we read of "the boat suspended immobile and without progress 

from the stars themselves by the two ropes of spark-filled 

smoke" (p. 312). The two characters are pursuing a course 

16
william Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom! (New York: 

The Modern Library, 1964), p. 297. (Subsequent references 
to this edition will appear in the text.) 



whiCh ends in disaster, serving to destroy the dream of 

their father. That dream is effectively destroyed when 

Henry kills Charles and flees, and Rosie Coldfield sees 

18 

the moment of Bon's death preserved as ~~~forever crystal

lized instant in imponderable time" (p. 158). She describes 

another crystallized moment, that in which she runs into 

the house shortly after the shooting and is stopped by the 

servant Clytie: "I motionless in the attitude and action 

of running, she rigid in that furious immobility" (p. 140). 

When Quentin Compson describes his confrontation with Henry 

Sutpen, he asserts that "waking and sleeping it was always 

the same and would always be the same forever as long as 

he .lived" (p. 373). The novel presents, then, a chain of 

'stilled lives'wherein movement is halted just as people are 

engaged in intense, and usually revealing, action. 

Go Down, Moses contains similar moments. One such 

scene is the deadly embrace of Old Ben, Lion, and Boon, the 

moment at which Sam Fathers dies. In this instant, the 

forces of the wilderness are joined, statue-like, urn-like, 

just before their destruction. The three struggling fig-

ures are described as "a piece of statuary" which "didn't 

collapse, crumble. It fell all of a piece, as a tree falls, 

so that all three of them, man, dog, and bear, seemed to 

bounce." 17 In the scene in which Isaac McCaslin and 

17Faulkner, Go Down, Moses (New York: The Modern 
Library, 1970), p. 241. (Subsequent references to this 
edition will appear in the text.) 
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McCaslin Edmonds talk together in the commissary, Faulkner 

writes that "the wagons loaded with gathered corn moved be

tween field and crib, processional across the enduring 

land" (p. 289) • This instance recalls the sacrificial pro-

cession which "moves" upon the surface of the urn; it is 

a movement which, like that of the lovers, represents un-

consummated, enduring action. 

Through these arrested actions, Faulkner accomplishes 

the same effect which Keats does by preserving the quest of 

the lovers; the frozen movement isolates characters in the 

act of reaching for their respective goals or needs or 

dreams, placing their emotions and responses in relief and 

therefore helping the reader to see the significance of the 

moment. In Sartoris, for example, Bayard drives himself 

almost relentlessly toward death, and his despair is accen-

tuated by a description of his being taken horne from a 

nearly fatal car wreck by two passers-by: "and it seemed to 

him that the three of them and the rattling wagon and the 

·two beasts were caught in a senseless treadmill: a motion 
18 

without progress, forever and to no escape." Bayard con-

tinues to careen about the country in his quest toward 

death, and this quest is ultimately responsible for Old 

Bayard's fatal heart attack. The instant at which the old 

18Faulkner, Sartoris (New York: Random House, 
1956), p. 212. (Subsequent references to this edition will 
appear in the text.) 
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man and the young one go over a precipice is "an interval 

utterly without sound, in which all sensation of motion 

was lost" (p. 304). In the flurry of the destructive ac

tion which typifies him, Bayard is frozen into statue-like 

immobility. 

In The Sound and the Fury, Quentin also follows a 

destructive course, and Faulkner repeatedly associates him 

with moments of timelessness. A moment when Quentin gazes 

at a retreating carriage shortly before his suicide is 

typical of this association. It reflects the same sort of 

despair which characterizes Bayard. Quentin watches the 

carriage "diminishing without progress like a figure on a 
19 

treadmill being drawn rapidly offstage." The scene is 

significant because Quentin is on his own treadmill and, 

like the carriage, is moving offstage in the same way that 

Bayard moves offstage in Sartoris. Other moments of still-

ness or timelessness are indicative of the pursuits of 

other characters. One illustration is in the appendix, in 

the characterization of Benjy's following "timeless along 

the fence the motions which it did not even matter to him 

were human beings" (p. 19). Just as Keats's urn depicts 

instants in which human beings are preserved in "mid-pursuit" 

of their goals, so Faulkner's works depict lives stilled in 

19Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury (New York: The 
Modern Library, 1946), p. 143. (Subsequent references to 
this edition will appear in the text.) 
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actions which speak 11more sweetly, .. more te~lingly, of the 

characters than any mere narration of their yearnings or 

needs possibly could. 

However, the stilled lives alone may not be adequate 

to establish a clear correlation between the theme of quest 

which appears in the ode and that which develops within 

Faulkner. Perhaps the single character who does illustrate 

this theme most plainly through his association with the 

ode is Isaac McCaslin, for whom the woods become both "mis-

tress and wife" (p. 326). In reality, they become even 

more than mistress and wife to him, for he relinquishes 

his birthright, denies his heritage, and inadvertently 

severs the links which bind him to his fellow men in his 

quest to follow the creed of the hunter and to become a 

part of the wilderness. Early in Go Down, Moses, 11 The Fire 

and The Hearth" gives a hint of Isaac's error through the 

mind of Lucas Beauchamp, who believes that Ike "had turned 

apostate to his name and lineage by weakly relinquishing 

the land which was rightfully his" (pp. 39-40). Ike's rea-

son for turning against his name and lineage is partially 

explained in 11Del ta Autumn, " when, as an old man, he thinks, 

"The day was ended now and night faced him, but alarmless, 

empty of fret. Maybe .! came for this, he thought: Not to 

hunt, but for this" (p. 349). Escape from 11 fret 11 is pre

cisely what Ike seeks in the wilderness; he desires peace, 

the eternal peace which the wilderness represents to him; 
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and in the course of Go Down, Moses, Ike unwittingly pays 

the price of his own humanity. 

As a boy, ~e is taught to hunt by Sam Fathers, 

descendant of Indian chieftains, who has been a member of 

the McCaslin plantation since long before Ike•s birth. 

"The Old People .. describes the boy•s reaction to this .teach-

er: 

And as he [Sam] talked about those old times and 
those dead and vanished men of another race from 
either that the boy knew, gradually to the boy 
those old times would cease to be old times and 
would become a part of the boy•s present, not only 
as if they had happened yesterday but as if they 
were still happening, the men who walked through 
them actually walking in breath and air and casting 
an actual shadow on the earth they had not quitted. 
(p. 171) 

Even as a child, then, Ike is drawn to the past, to the 

g~osts of men long-since dead, and to the land which these 

men knew. He refuses to accept the reality that the men 

are gone and that the land has changed; as he grows older, 

he tries continually to preserve what he conceives as the 

eternality of the wilderness. In the ritual of the hunt, 

he sees the shadow of the old people, who, for him, live 

and hunt forever in the sanctum of the timeless woods. 

After Sam has left the plantation to spend the last years 

of his life in the woods, Ike dreams of the time when 11he 

too would make one before the winter fire, talking of the 

old hunts and the hunts to came as hunters talked .. (p. 175). 
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Old Ben, the huge and ancient bear which stalks 

the wilderness and becomes a symbol of the forces of that 

place, is also associated by Ike with the timelessness 

which he believes the wilderness to possess. At ten, he 

thinks of the bear in these terms: "It seemed to him that 

he could see them, the two of them, shadowy in the limbo 

from which time emerged and became time: the old bear ab-

solved of mortality and himself who shared a little of it" 

(p. 204). The significance of Old Ben, for Ike, is em-

phasized in the stilled life in which he first confronts 

the animal: 

[Ike was] just one constant pace short of where he 
would lose [the bear's prints] forever and be lost 
forever himself, tireless, eager .•. emerging 
suddenly into a little glade and the wilderness 
coalesced. It rushed, soundless, and solidified. 
• • • Then he saw the bear. It did not emerge, 
appear: it was just there, immobile, fixed in the 
green and windless noon's hot dappling, .•• 
dimensionless against the dappled obscurity, look
ing at him. • • • Then it was gone. It didn't 
walk into the woods. It faded, sank back into the 
wilderness without motion as he had watched a fish, 
a huge old bass, sink back into the dark depths of 
its pool and vanish without even any movement of 
its fins. (p. 209) 

Another passage also presents a stilled life which illus

trates the significance of Old Ben to Ike. When Ike's fyce 

attacks the bear, Faulkner describes the bear thus: "It 

· turned at bay, against the trunk of a big cypress, on its 

hindfeet; it seemed to the boy that it would never stop 

rising, taller and taller." Ike runs to save the dog and 

falls beneath the bear. Faulkner continues, "It seemed 
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to h~ that he was directly under the bear. He could smell 

it, strong and hot and rank. Sprawling, he looked up where 

it loomed and towered over him like a thunderclap. It was 

quite familiar, until he remembered: this was the way he 

had used to dream about it 11 (p. 211). Such stilled lives, 

and the quality of timelessness which they and other refer

ences connect with it, are clues to Ike's reverence and love 

for the wilderness, and they parallel the timeless quality 

which the figures upon the urn possess. They indicate, as 

well, what Ike seeks within the boundaries of the woods: 

to become a part of that timelessness, to follow the eternal 

hunt, the ~ortal quest. 

Other, more direct references to the wilderness 

make Ike's attitude even clearer. As he is leaving the 

forest after killing his first buck, he envisions the buck 

11Still and forever .. leaping, "the shaking gunbarrels coming 

constantly and forever steady at last, cras~ing, and still 

out of his instant of immortality the buck sprang, forever 

immortal .. (p. 178). Another such reference occurs when 

Isaac is older and after civilization has begun to encroach 

upon the woods which he has always known. Regardless of 

what man does, Ike believes that the woods "did not change, 

and timeless, would not, anymore than would the green of 

summer and the fire and rain of fall and the iron cold and 

sometimes even snow .. (p. 323). He regards the woods as 

"myriad, eternal, green; older than any mill-shed, longer 
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than any spur-line .. (p. 322). Even as an old man, he still 

dreams of his former hunting companions 11moving again among 

the shades of tall unaxed trees and sightless breaks where 

the wild strong immortal game ran forever before the time

less belling immortal hounds, falling and rising phoenix

like to the soundless guns" (p. 354). 

What Ike sees in the wilderness, then, is an on

going, immortal hunt, or quest. For him, quest becomes a 

means of escaping time, of obviating his bond to the world 

of civilization, in which the ravages of time and man are 

painfully apparent to him. When he reaches legal age and 

refuses to accept the plantation to which he is heir, he 

hopes to avoid inheriting any guilt for the misdeeds of 

his ancestors, thinking that by repudiating his inheritance, 

he can deny responsibility for the guilt which has fallen 

upon all of his Southern kinsmen for the evil of claiming 

to own either other men or the land itself. He hopes, as 

Faulkner says, to become "steadily younger and younger until 

••• he had acquired something of a young boy•s high and 

selfless innocence .. (p. 106). In order to remain perpetually 

innocent of that guilt in which everyone he knows partakes, 

Isaac turns to the wilderness, to the code of the quest it

self, and he tries to live by that code throughout his life. 

Yet he fails to realize that the wilderness is not 

static, that it is changing, shrinking, as civilization 

forces its boundaries further and further back. Old Ben is 
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finally cornered by Lion, the huge wild dog which Sam 

Fathers captures and trains; and the bear, the dog, and Sam 

Fathers--the three symbols of the wilderness--die within 

quick succession of one another. The hunting camp to which 

Ike and his companions have annually repaired is gradually 

taken over by a saw mill company. Ike watches the train 

which seems "noisy and puerile" move ever-deeper into the 

woods with a "frantic and toylike illusion of speed" (p. 

320), as the saw mill, another symbol of civilization, 

takes more and more of the woods. 

During this period, Faulkner portrays Ike looking 

away from the mill "toward the wall of wilderness within 

which he would be able to hide himself" (p. 318). Hiding 

is precisely what Ike's quest involv,es, since the woods 

and the hunt become his hope of escaping guilt for the 

wrong which he realizes that his ancestors have perpetrated. 

By pursuing this ideal, though, by attempting to deny his 

share of that common human wrong through refusing his in

heritance, Isaac McCaslin breaks his tie with humanity. The 

wrong is inescapable. This point is made explicit in 

"Delta Autumn," when Ike is forced to realize that "he 

couldn't cure the wrong and eradicate the shame" (p. 351). 

He wants only to remain in a permanent state of quest; in 

this final chapter, we find Ike an old man, upon what may 

be his last hunt. Although he dreams of his former com

panions eternally pursuing quarry who eternally fall and 
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rise again, he is accompanied by a group of men who do not 

honor the code of the hunt as their predecessors had. They 

regard Ike as a rather foolish old man, and Roth Edmonds, 

the grandson of Ike•s cousin McCaslin and the present owner 

of the plantation which was to have been Ike•s inheritance, 

makes the following reply to Ike•s comment that men may 

triumph over their circumstances: " 1 So you•ve lived almost 

eighty years. . • • And that•s what you•ve finally learned 

about the other animals you•ve lived among. I suppose the 

question to ask you is, where have you been all the time 

you were dead? • " (p. 345) • 

Isaac is an individual whose life is futile because 

he dedicates it to quest. The figures upon the Grecian urn 

are caught in "mad pursuit," in "struggle to escape," and 

in 11Wild ecstasy." They are preserved in a moment of in

teracting with one another, "All breathing human passion." 

It is this very passion--the human one--from which Ike 

strives to divorce himself. The quest through which he 

seeks to become joined with the realm of immortality is 

directed away from the "burning forehead .. and 11parching 

tongue .. of humanity; his moments of real bliss occur when 

he is furthest from his fellow men, and he wants only to 

be left to hunt, quest, forever alone in the woods, for

ever innocent of the passions which his forebears have 

passed down to him. For this reason, he fails; his wilder

ness ebbs away while he himself ages, until he is left with 
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no real wilderness, no real contact with humanity, and 

nothing of the immortality in which the figures of the urn 

remain "for ever panting, and for ever young." 

Although he produces direct associations between 

Isaac McCaslin and the ode, Faulkner changes the concept 

of quest which derives from the ode. The persons and ob

jects upon the urn remain young and vital because they are 

frozen in mid-pursuit. Ike hopes to achieve their affinity 

with timelessness by following an endless quest, but his 

very desire for permanent questing, directed away from 

humanity, is the cause of his failure to reach that posi

tion of constancy. In a sense, then, he is doomed by the 

same quality which causes the urn figures to live. Novels 

other than Go Down, Moses indicate that the quest concept 

remained an important part of Faulkner•s artistry, but 

they show the concept from the ode altered still more. 

Sartoris, for example, depicts a character who quests just 

as certainly as Ike does, and his quest is equally destruc

tive; but Bayard Sartoris, unlike Isaac McCaslin, strives 

ruthlessly, desperately, to consummate his quest. 

Ike's ancestors, their deeds and misdeeds, play a 

prominent role in his life, for his course of action is 

largely determined by the guilt which they bequeath to him. 

Bayard Sartoris is also strongly affected by his forebears, 

but in a rather different way. His family glorifies their 

past; their conversation, thought, and surroundings evoke 



29 

the "glamorous and old disastrous days" (Sartoris, p. 90) 

and, particularly, the presence of Colonel John Sartoris, 

young Bayard's great-grandfather. Their reverence for this 

man becomes apparent early in the novel, when Old Bayard 

and Old Man Falls speak together in the bank, and the pres

ence of the Colonel becomes an almost palpable force. Ref-

erences to him arise throughout the book, until near the 

end Miss Jenny, young Bayard's aunt, walks through the 

graveyard and stands before the Colonel's statue. One in-

stance of such a reference appears just before Bayard re-

turns home from the war; his grandfather sits upon the 

veranda "while John Sartoris slept among martial cherubim 

and the useless vainglory of whatever god he did not scorn 

to recognize" (p. 43). In the parlor of the Sartoris home, 

"there waited, as actors stand within the wings beside the 

waiting stage, figures in crinoline and hooped mu~ and 

silk; in stocks and flowing coats, in gray too, with crim-

son sashes and sabers in gallant, sheathed repose" (pp. 

60-61). The repose of these figures is reminiscent of those 

upon the urn. In the garden, we find another such figure, 

Bayard's first wife, Caroline: 

a girl within a bronze swirling of hair and a small 
supple body in a constant epicene unrepose, a dy
namic fixation like that of carven sexless figures 
caught in moments of action, striving . • . her 
wild hands not accusing but passionate still be
yond the veil impalpable but sufficient (pp. 55-
56) 
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Once more, a marked similarity exists between this figure 

and those of the urn. Bayard's dead brother, John, is still 

a powerful force also, as Narcissa Benbow's thoughts demon

strate: "so to her he [John] seemed still to be laughing 

at that word [death] as he had laughed at all the other 

mouth-sounds that stood for repose" (p. 74) •. In the tradi

tion of the urn, then, Sartoris is filled with figures 

from the past who continue to exert a real force. Living 

within this world, Bayard has constant reminders of the 

glory of these figures who have become even more glamorous 

in death than they were in life, and he feels a responsi

bility to them. 

The men of his family have died in the midst of 

violent, courageous, and often foolhardy action: they have 

been killed in Civil war raids, shot in the streets, gunned 

down in airplanes. As a Sartoris, Bayard, too, is dedicated 

to daring, violent action. We see him riding a runaway 

horse, driving automobiles recklessly, and flying an unfly

able airplane. However, unlike his twin, who could laugh 

at life and who knew that "the end of wisdom is to dream 

high enough not to lose the dream in the seeking of it" 

(p. 74), Bayard cannot laugh, and seeks his "dream" not 

with wisdom, but with despair. 

Bayard feels responsible for his brother's death, 

because he failed to prevent John from flying on the day 

that John died. When he returns from the war, Bayard goes 
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first to visit John's grave, then to the house, where he 

recounts the "violence and speed and death" as the moon 

shines "in opaline tranquillity into the serene mysterious 

infinitude of the hills" (p. 45), trying to justify him

self (in his own mind) by stating repeatedly that he tried 

to stop his brother. The juxtapositioning of violence and 

tranquility is common in references to Bayard, and we shall 

see later that he is characterized by a kind of frozen vio

lence. When he goes to his room that night, the ghost of 

his wife lies "holding his arm" (p. 47), but his thoughts 

are of his brother rather than of her. Once he sleeps, his 

groans become so loud that they awaken him and cause Miss 

Jenny to spend the night beside his bed. Later in the book, 

Bayard continues to refer to John as a fool, still par

tially in order to justify himself; and at one point, his 

memories of his brother become so painful that he burns his 

mementoes of John. 

Faulkner writes that "about young Bayard's soul 

Miss Jenny did not alarm herself at all: he had no soul" 

(pp. 199-200). If this is the case, then Bayard's soul has 

been destroyed by the guilt and grief he feels from John's 

death, and his quest is to rid himself of this torment, to 

find same sort of peace. After the episode in which he 

rides an unbroken horse, he lies in bed contemplating the 

"bleak and barren world. He thinks uf "the long, long span 

of a man's natural life," in which he has "three score and 
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ten years to drag a stubborn body about the world . • • 

Seventy years. And he was only twenty-six. Not much more 

than a third through it. Hell" (p. 160). Bayard's quest 

is for death, for life has become a 11bleak and barren .. 

anguish for him; and as his forebears and his brother have 

died while engaging in violent and glorious deeds, Bayard 

follows a course of violent and destructive action--but not 

for the nobility or glory or fun inherent in such acts. He 

seeks, grimly and "soullessly," only to end his own exis

tence. 

"Violence" is a word which is consistently asso

ciated with Bayard, and we find him engaged in a series of 

violent situations. He rushes maniacally through the coun

try in the car which he brings from Memphis, eventually 

causing Old Bayard--who has decided to accompany his grand

son for the sake of young Bayard's safety--to die of a heart 

attack. One scene describes the car roaring past a wagon 

filled with people, "leaving behind it upon the dusty, in

sect-rasped air a woman's voice in quivering wordless hys

teria" (p. 118). "Hysteria 11 is another word which is asso

ciated with Bayard more than once. As he speaks with his 

friend McCallum of his war experiences, his voice "went on, 

filling the cubbyhole of a room .•• with ghosts of a 

thing as high-pitched as hysteria." He speaks of men and 

violence "like that of fallen angels, beyond heaven or hell 

and partaking of both: doomed immortality and immortal 
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doom" (p. 126) • Riding the unbroken stallion is another 

violent act which he performs. Faulkner refers to the 

stallion's "haughty immobility, • but the beast proves to 

be anything but immobile as it bursts 11 like bronze unfold

ing wings" (p. 133) through the town, terrorizing people on 

the streets and leaving Bayard with a head injury. Through 

the incident with the stallion, Bayard is once more asso

ciated with violence and stillness. 

During his ride, Bayard passes Narcissa Benbow, 

and Faulkner creates the following stilled life: "and he 

swept past the motor car, remarking in a flashing second a 

woman's face and a mouth partly open and two eyes round 

with tranquil astonishment" (p. 134). soon after this in

cident, Bayard almost succeeds in killing himself by driv

ing the car off a bridge. During his convalescence, Nar

cissa often visits him, and he eventually turns to her as 

a possible source of the tranquility which he so desperately 

pursues. Descriptions of the bed-ridden Bayard during her 

visits help to characterize the nature of his quest and of

fer further examples of violence combined with stillness. 

At one point, for example, Narcissa notes that .. Bayard's 

head was pallid and calm, like a chiseled mask brushed 

lightly over with his spent violence" (p. 218). Later, she 

notices his "calm face" once more: "It was again like a 

bronze mask, purged by illness of the heat of its violence, 

yet with the violence still slumbering there and only 
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purged a little" (pp. 244-45). She thinks, "He was so ut

terly without affection for anything at all; so--so • • • 

hard •.. No, that is not the word. But 'cold' eluded 

her" (p. 250). Bayard is indeed "cold" and "utterly with

out affection." Throughout the novel, his only real emo

tion is despair; and his .only goal, death. 

After his grandfather's death, Bayard goes to the 

McCallum house and listens that night to Buddy McCallum 

talk of the army: "You got an impression of people, crea

tures without initiative or background or future, caught 

timelessly in a maze of solitary conflicting preoccupations .. 

(p. 320). This description suits Bayard's own world, as he 

moves from one act of violence to another, preoccupied by 

his quest for death. Although he marries Narcissa, she is 

incapable of providing the serenity which he pursues, and 

he runs from home, travelling from one place to another. 

In California, he finds peace at least when the wings of 

an improperly-built plane r1p apart, slap "viciously past" 

his head, and crash "into the tail, shearing that too away" 

(p. 366) • 

Thus Bayard joins the "tranquil dead .. in the ceme

tery where "marble shapes" bear names and dates in "im

pervious stone" "surmounted by symbolical urns and doves" 

(p. 373). His quest is consummated. Narcissa, pregnant 

with his child, is determined that the child will not be, 

like other Sartorises, "just another rocket to glare for 
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a moment in the sky, then die away" (p. 358) --which is 

exactly what Bayard has done. At the novel's close, Faulk

ner refers to Sartvris as "a game outmoded and played with 

pawns shaped too late and to an old dead pattern," and as 

a word with "death in the sound of it" (p. 380). Bayard 

seems to be the pawn "shaped too late. " Through his dar

ing and violent and even courageous actions, he strives to 

follow the glorious and glamorous pattern of those who have 

died before him, but the pattern is dead. His life is, as 

he once thinks of it, "a senseless treadmill," and his 

moves are directed more toward escaping that treadmill than 

toward glorifying it. In that sense, his quest is even 

more destructive than that of Isaac McCaslin. Ike at least 

finds moments of peace and beauty: Bayard, in his frantic 

yearning to end the quest, finds merely torment and despair. 

Bayard's course resembles that of an earlier Faulk

ner character, The Sound and the Fury's Quentin Compson. 

Like Bayard, Quentin seeks peace through death. Like Isaac 

McCaslin, he yearns to be free of the world of time; his 

success in reaching these goals, in achieving an end to his 

quest, has the same, tragic effect as the quests discussed 

previously. Near the close of The Sound and the Fury, Faulk

ner presents a telling description of Jefferson through the 

mind of the librarian. It is a place "where life lived too 

with all its incomprehensible passion and turmoil and grief 

and fury and despair" (p. 16). The town itself is similar 
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to the scenes upon the urn, but the library has .. quiet 

eternal shelves" upon which one can 11 turn the key ••• 

for the whole and dreamless night" (p. 16). "Dreamless 

night .. is the kind of peace which Quentin desires, because 

the "passion and . 

for him to bear. 

• • despair 11 of life become too great 

He spends the last day of his life liter-

ally killing time, even going so far as to break his watch, 

while nearing his suicide. Through death, Quentin tran

scends time, but the timelessness which he attains almost 

directly contradicts that of the Grecian urn; rather than 

a timelessness which endures and which is a positive force, 

Quentin achieves merely an escape from the world of man. 

His world is a tragic one. The Compson family has 

lost most of the vestiges of its former grandeur; yet Quen

tin, like Bayard, is constantly aware of his heritage, of 

that of the South in general, and is strongly affected by 

it. However, Quentin receives much less spiritual and emo

tional support from his immediate family. His father is 

an ineffectual, albeit well-intentioned man who is being 

driven into alcoholism, partially by Quentin's mother, who 

is compared at one point, to a .. mediaeval" jailer (p. 297). 

His brother Benjy is an idiot, and his brother Jason is a 

Snopes-like figure who constantly seeks to maneuver the 

other members of the family for selfish and even vicious 

ends. 
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Quentin's one chance for a truly positive familial 

relationship is with his sister, Caddy; but because he 

places Caddy upon the pedestal of Southern ladyhood, he is 

tormented by his sister's humanity, by the fact that she 

has human passions, giving of herself physically as well 

as spiritually. He attempts to murder Dalton Ames, Caddy's 

first lover, then watches as Mrs. Compson marries her to a 

man whom Quentin knows to be unworthy of Caddy and who has 

been tricked into the marriage. In the appendix descrip

tion of Caddy, Faulkner explains that she recognizes that 

Quentin hates in her "what he considered the frail doomed 

vessel of its [the family's] pride and the foul instrument 

of its disgrace" (p. 10). In this indirect reference to 

the urn, Faulkner adds that Caddy loves Quentin in spite 

of his attitude, in spite of his inability to love and of 

his valuation of her virginity instead of her, and in spite 

of his loving death better than anything. In order to save 

Caddy and himself from what the rest of the family condones 

and even causes to happen to her, Quentin decides to tell 

his father that he has committed incest with his sister, 

hoping that this worst-of-sins might cause the two of them 

to be isolated from society, rejected by it, enabling him 

to guard the virginity which he esteems so highly and which 

Caddy values not at all. The appendix reveals that Quentin 

loves not the idea of incest, "but some presbyterian concept 

of its eternal punishment ... He dreams of casting Caddy into 
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hell, .. where he could guard her forever and keep her for

evermore intact amid the eternal fires." 

Quentin Compson has inherited a past, a cultural 

perspective and set of mores, which is largely responsible 

for his doom. His sensitivity to this dead culture is il

lustrated in Absalom, Absalom!, since it is Quentin who is 

most strongly affected by the history of the Sutpens, and 

he who remembers that story "waking and sleeping . . . as 

long as he lived." In The Sound and the Fury, we see the 

influence of this past primarily through Quentin's blind 

obeisance to a moral code which is dead and false. It 

prevents him from truly loving Caddy and from loving any

thing except death, which proffers a peace that is unobtain

able in a world of human passion. Caddy's virginity, to 

him, is a symbol of honor which must be protected at all 

costs, even to the point of condemning his sister to hell. 

Because this task is an impossible one (since Caddy is too 

fully human to adopt an ethical code which prevents her 

from feeling passion), Quentin makes his own life a hell 

from which he seeks a permanent escape. 

His attitudes toward women in general and toward 

Caddy in particular are largely responsible for Quentin's 

destructive course. In his mind, for instance, women have 

merely "an outward suavity" which disguises the "liquid 

putrefaction" of the menstrual cycle (p. 147). This 

thought is similar to that of the Light in August character, 
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Joe Christmas, who, when confronted with the fact of men-

struation, thinks of women as 11 suavely shaped urns .. which 

. f 20 are l.Inper ect. Quentin associates Caddy with the scent 

of roses, .. cunning and serene," rather than with "virgins 

like rosewood, milkweed" (p. 96). His concern with Caddy's 

virginity is so great that, as his father remarks, he 

"wanted to sublimate a piece of natural human folly into a 

horror," incest. Quentin answers his father by saying 

that he wants "to isolate [Caddy] out of the loud world so 

that it would have to flee [them] of necessity" (p. 195). 

During this conversation, Mr. Compson reminds his son that 

"we must stay awake and see evil done for a little while," 

but Quentin replies that a man of courage need not see evil 

done for even that long. Here, then, is a hint of the 

course which he is to pursue: Quentin is to flee from "the 

loud world" into the silent sleep of death. 

The nature of his pursuit becomes more explicit as 

he draws nearer to suicide. At Harvard, just before break-

ing his watch, he pictures himself lying beneath the river: 

And I will look down and see my murmuring bones 
and the deep water like wind, like a roof of wind, 
and after a long time they cannot distinguish 
even the bones upon the lonely and inviolate 
sand. (p. 99) 

Later, he pictures almost the same scene: 

2°Faulkner, Light in August. (New York: Harrison 
smith and Robert Haas, 1932), p. 177. 



I could still see the smoke stack. There's where 
the water would be, heading out to sea and the 
peaceful grottoes. Tumbling peacefully, they 
would, and when He said Rise only the flatirons 
[which Quentin uses to drown himself~ (p. 131) 
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Quentin wishes literally to still his own life; he yearns 

for the "peaceful grottoes" which are "inviolate," time-

less. As he approaches his death, his concern with time 

is symptomatic of the peace which he lacks, and it provides 

an indirect association with the ode. Even after breaking 

his watch, he hears it "ticking away" shutting out all 

other sounds (p. 102). He measures his progress toward 

attaining timelessness by noting time almost constantly, 

and the progression of time becomes a source of comfort to 

him as he nears death. He listens, for example, to the 

chimes of the clock on the Harvard campus: 

The chimes began again, the half hour. I stood in 
the belly of my shadow and listened to the strokes 
spaced and tranquil among the sunlight, among the 
thin, still little leaves. Spaced and peaceful 
and serene, with that quality of autumn always in 
the bells, even in the month of brides~' (p. 119) 

As he draws nearer death, Quentin hears his watch and the 

train dying away, as though it were running through another 

month or another summer somewhere, surging away under the 

poised gull and all things rushing" (p. 139). 

For Quentin, peace and serenity do not really exist 

in the "rushing," temporal world. Yearning for the sort of 

"dreamless night" of which the librarian speaks, he recalls 

"the watch telling its furious lie on the dark table. • • • 
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A quarter hour yet. And then I 1 ll not be. The peacefulest 

words. Peaceful lest words. Non fui. Sum. Fui. Non sum" --- --
(p. 192). In choosing not to "be," Quentin finds peace, 

but at a high price. He and Jason and Benjy are the last 

male descendants of the Cornpson family. Caddy•s daughter, 

named after him, runs away with a man from a travelling 

show; Caddy herself has been forbidden to return horne; 

Benjy is castrated and eventually sent to an asylum; and 

only Jason is left to represent a once-great family. Like 

Ike, Quentin abnegates his responsibilities in choosing 

death, and the serenity which he reaches is virtually the 

polar opposite of the quietude of the urn. 

Faulkner•s concept of quest, then, goes beyond that 

of the ode, even though this concept emerges, in large part, 

from direct or indirect references to the poem and from 

ideas which belong to the poem. Ike McCaslin is very 

closely associated with the ode, and references to it ap

pear in connection with both Bayard sartoris and Quentin 

Campson; additional references to the ode, discussed in 

sUbsequent chapters, continue to reveal that Faulkner had 

the ode in mind as he wrote all three novels. Ike is al-

most a direct contradiction to the figures upon the urn. 

Even though he sees that the wilderness is fading, he seeks 

to prolong forever a quest which must fade with the wilder-

ness; the men and maidens upon the urn, on the other hand, 

seek to consummate an eternally enduring quest. In addition, 
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Isaac's pursuit is directed awpy from human contact, while 

that of the urn figures is toward human interaction. From 

this feature, they derive their 11Wild ecstasy," a quality 

notably lacking in Bayard Sartoris and Quentin Compson. 

These characters share Ike•s misdirection; they seek to 

consummate their quests, but they quest for a quiet, peace, 

which is wholly apart from the sorrows and the joys of 

humanity. Faulkner seems to be saying that the quest which 

pulls an individual away from humanity, away from life it

self, is negative. It causes the individual to forfeit 

real peace or serenity; it precludes his finding truth, 

and it destroys his chances of enduring in the same sense 

that the characters upon the urn endure. 



CHAPTER III 

PEACE AND STASIS 

The theme of peace is closely related to that of 

quest, and, again, Faulkner expands the concept which ap

pears in the ode. The poem refers to an urn which can 

speak "more sweetly than our rhyme" and to "unheard" melodies 

which are sweeter than heard ones. Although portraying sen

sual acts, the urn transcends mere sensuality: its "silent 

form" and "ditties of no tone" take the persona beyond 

thought, toward truth and beauty. The urn is a "bride of 

quietness," "foster-child of silence and slow time." These 

descriptions of the urn build the idea of quiet, or peace: 

Faulkner applies similar descriptions to his own characters, 

but in his work, the connotations of such descriptions vary. 

In reference to figures such as Caddy Compson, "serenity" 

or "quietude" or "calm," any adjective which outwardly de

notes peace, describes a quality which resembles the urn, 

a peace which is genuine. However, in regard to Narcissa 

Benbow Sartoris, or to characters like her, these same terms 

represent merely an artificial peace. In this case, what 

seems to be serenity is really stasis, stillness, a void 

which is an absence of true feeling. This type of charac

ter usually lacks compassion or pride or honor, lacks the 

virtues which derive from the heart. Thus, two types of 

quietude appear within the Faulkner canon: one is peace; 

43 
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the other, stasis. Another form of stasis is illustrated 

by the 11 treadmill 11 motion of Bayard Sartoris, a motion 

whose force is no more than illusion. Through stilled 

lives, Faulkner often creates moments of quiet which con

trast with the movement in which this sort of character is 

engaged~ and these moments illustrate that the motion of 

such a character is a second form of stasis. Terms relat

ing to quiet, then, may represent peace, which Faulkner 

portrays as a power for good, as one which promotes truth 

and beauty: or they may represent stasis, a vacuum in which 

the character has no ability to perceive truth and beauty. 

In addition, this same stasis may be found in the motion 

of some characters. Therefore, for the purposes of this 

thesis, "peace .. refers to the quietness which Keats por

trays in his ode, to a quality which is productive of 

truth and beauty. "Stasis" is the opposite, negative qual

ity, whether it refers to unproductive stillness or to 

motion which has no power: both types of stasis are devoid 

of truth and beauty. 

Examples of stasis appear in Absalom, Absalom!, 

through the character of Ellen Sutpen. She is described, 

during her brightest days, as a "butterfly," a figure of 

motion~ but she soon lapses into a period of inactivity, 

then dies, an ineffective woman who has failed even to pro

tect her children and who has left her younger sister to 

do what she has failed to accomplish. She is no more than 
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"light paradox beneath the thousand pounds of marble monu

ment which Sutpen brought" (p. 126); she lies so eternally, 

and the monument which stills the butterfly testifies not 

to her power to speak "unheard melodies," but to her in-

ability to speak at all. The house becomes a similar monu-

ment, and its silent decay symbolizes the futility of sut

pen's dream. Bon and Henry, however, exemplify the power 

of peace. They are "so much alike that the power, the 

need, to communicate atrophies from disuse, and, compre-

bending without need of the medium of ear or intellect, 

they no longer understand one another's actual words" 

(p. 122). This kind of quiet is similar to the urn's char-

acteristic of piping "ditties of no tone" which "tease us 

out of thought; .. it is a force which elevates the two be-

yond the sensual realm of 11 ear" and 11 intellect" to a higher 

plane. Judith sutpen also possesses this peace; she is a 

"young girl dreaming, not living, in her complete detach-

ment and imperviousness to actuality almost like physical 

deafness, .. so that her condition resembles "the state be-

fore birth" (p. 70). Hers is "the calm, the absolutely 

serene face" (p. 128) which Rosie Coldfield describes as 

"calm, cold, and tranquil" (p. 150). She is one of Faulk-

ner' s positive, peaceful, "brides of quietness." 
J. 

Faulkner presents such a bride of quietness in 

Caddy Compson. Like Quentin, she is immersed in an atmos-

phere of destruction, surrounded by a family which fosters 
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death and decay; and Quentin is one of these negative 

forces. As the appendix testifies, she has the insight to 

recognize that Que!ltin hates in her the "doomed vessel" of 

his family•s pride, but she loves him anyway. Caddy is, 

in fact, the only Compson who loves. She stands in sharp 

contrast to the self-destruction of Quentin and of her 

father; to her mother•s whining self-centeredness; to 

Jason•s calculating acquisitiveness. She is one of the 

three things, and the only member of the family, Benjy 

loves; and she is the only character in the novel, except 

Dilsey, who demonstrates love for Benjy. She is life

giving, literally, since her daughter Quentin is the last 

o.f the Compsons; and, like Dilsey, she endures, forever 

beautiful and serene, even though damned by the world around 

her, preserved in the stilled life which is our final 

glimpse of her. 

Even as a child, Caddy is a source of strength. It 

is she who dares to climb a tree and to look into the house 

when Quentin and Jason are afraid to do so. She assumes 

the role of parent and arbitrator for her brothers; and 

Quentin reveals that, in their games, Caddy •was never a 

queen or a fairy she was always a king or a giant or a 

general .. (p. 191)--a leader, a figure of power. She pos

sesses the serenity which Quentin lacks, remaining calm 

throughout his frantic attempts to thwart her romance with 

Dalton Ames and throughout the ordeal of her marriage. 
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When Quentin approaches her with the notion of committing 

a doUble suicide, for instance, she makes him feel the 

"firm and slow . . • not hammering" of her heart (p. 171), 

which becomes excited only when she tells Quentin to re-

peat Dalton's name. 

After Quentin meets Ames at the bridge and Caddy 

hears a shot, she runs to her brother. Quentin recalls 

later, "she looked at me then everything emptied out of 

her eyes and they looked like the eyes in the statues blank 

~and unseeing and serene" (p. 182). Caddy maintains this 

serenity throughout the crises which disturb her life. She 

endures losing Ames, being married and almost immediately 

divorced, facing Quentin's death, having her child taken 

from her, and watching Jason thwart her attempts to help 

that child by depriving the younger Quentin of the money 

which Caddy sends her. Our last sight of Caddy reveals 

her still among destructive elements. She is with a German 

world war II officer, in 

--a picture, a photograph in color clipped ob
viously from a slick magazine--a picture filled 
with luxury and money and sunlight--a Cannabiere 
backdrop of mountains and palms and cypresses and 
the sea, an open powerful expensive chromiumtrimmed 
sports car, the woman•s face hatless between a 
rich scarf and a seal coat, ageless and beautiful, 
cold serene and damned. (p. 12) 

Caddy is damned by her very ability to love, to give to 

others, for she is constantly placed among persons who 

lack that ability. Her coldness and serenity and ageless-

ness are the same qualities the marble urn possesses; they 
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bespeak a peace which is a positive power for good, a peace 

Which endures in spite of life•s vagaries or agonies, in 

spite of "the souna and the fury." Because of her peace, 

Caddy remains forever beautiful • 
. 

She belongs to the class of women typified by Linda 

Snopes Kohl, who is described as "the inviolate bride of 

silence;"
21 

by Eula Varner Snopes, who, like Caddy, is pre-

served through a monument; and by Addie Bundren, who finds 

that words are of little use. These are women whose peace 

transcends words, whose peace is a positive power. To 

reach a better understanding of this type of character, 

though, we may turn to its counterpart, the individual 

whose serenity or quiet is not a force but a lack of force, 

a stasis. Faulkner•s prime character of this type may be 

Narcissa Benbow. 

Narcissa is associated with serenity and quietude 

throughout Sartoris. An early reference to her states that 

she brings "with her like an odor that aura of grave and 

serene repose in which she dwelt" (p. 30). Visiting Old 

Bayard in the bank, she is "clothed in her still aura of 

quietness" as she shouts "serenely" at the old gentleman. 

Leaving the bank, she is "surrounded by tranquility like 

a visible presence or an odor or a sound" (p. 106). After 

21Faulkner, The Mansion (New York: Random House, 
1959) I P· 203. 
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her marriage to Bayard, the "grave and tranquil" Narcissa 

revisits her own home (p. 281). During her visit, she dis

covers that the an0nymous, obscene letters which she has 

been receiving and hiding are gone, and she considers "the 

possibility that the intactness of her deep and heretofore 

inviolate serenity might be the sport of circumstance" 

(p. 301). Late in the novel, she watches her sleeping son 

"with grave and tranquil serenity" (p. 371); and in its 

final scene, she smiles at Miss Jenny "quietly, a little 

dreamily, with serene, fond detachment." Beyond the win

dows of the room in which the two women sit, "evening was 

a windless lilac dream, foster dam of quietude and peace" 

(p. 380). Like Caddy, Narcissa is plainly linked with the 

ode and with the quality of serenity, of quiet; yet her 

serenity is very different from Caddy's peace. 

That Narcissa•s quietude is actually stasis becomes 

obvious when one considers her character. She is named 

after an Attic character, and her personality corresponds 

to his, for her tranquility is a facade which shields her 

from the world. As Lawrence Thompson explains in his after

word to Sartoris, she loves only herself. This seems to be 

her reason for keeping the obscene letters, since they are 

an expression of her desirability. It explains why she 

regards Horace's marriage to Belle as an affront to herself, 

and it explains why she fails to convey to Bayard the peace 

which she outwardly seems to possess. 

TEXAS !ECH LIBRARY 
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Horace Benbow is characterized by "his air of fine 

and delicate futility" (p. 161), and the quiet which he 

believes Narcissa to have is as futile as the law which 

he pretends to practice or the love affair in which he 

plays a role. After returning home from the war, Horace 

slips into what he believes to be the "serene constancy" 

(p. 175) of her affection, referring to Narcissa as 11 0 

Serene .. (p. 178). As he and his sister drive home from 

the train station, the Benbow home is associated with 

serenity and tranquility, but it is imbued with a funeral 

atmosphere as well; in addition, Faulkner refers to the 

graveyard in which Horace and Narcissa's parents lie among 

"pointed cedars and carven doves and other serene marble 

shapes" (p. 180). Narcissa herself is such a serene shape. 

She is associated with three vases, one of which smells 

"of rank decay" (p. 300); but the most significant of these 

vases is the one which Horace makes with his glass blowing 

equipment. He produces "one almost perfect vase of clear 

amber, larger, more richly and chastely serene [than the 

other vases which he makes] , which he kept always on his 

night table and called by his sister's name in the inter

vals of apostrophizing both of them impartially in his mo

ments of rhapsody over the realization of the meaning of 

peace and the unblemished attainment of it, as 'Thou still 

unravished bride of quietness'" (p. 182). Horace's vision 

of peace is blurred by the atmosphere of his 11 fine and 
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delicate futility," and the fact that he is the character 

through whom Narcissa's quietness is most strongly em

phasized indicates that this quality is superficial and 

distorted, that it is actually stasis. After his sister's 

marriage, Horace sits .. motionless" while writing a letter 

to her; in the letter, he addresses Narcissa once more as 

.. thou still unravished bride of quietness .. and closes it 

by referring to her again as "0 Serene .. (pp. 352-53). The 

quietude which he discerns in his sister is an ironic 

quietude, one which is not peace, but something far less 

admirable. 

Narcissa's relationship with Bayard is illustrative 

of the irony of her quietude. In their first meeting after 

Bayard's return from the war, Narcissa's quiet is juxtaposed 

against Bayard's violence. She sits "utterly quiet, shrunk 

back against the piano," while he sits "rubbing his head 

slowly, in the brooding violence of his temporary repose" 

(p. 76). The two are juxtaposed once again when Bayard's 

runaway horse rushes past Narcissa's car, and Bayard later 

recalls, "those two eyes round with grave astonishment, 

winged serenely by two dark wings of hair. It was that 

Benbow girl .. (pp. 150-51). 

After his automobile wreck, she visits his sick 

roam; she herself is nervous, emotional, so before entering, 

"she touched her hands to her face, as though by that she 

would restore to it its wonted serene repose for him to 
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seen (p. 242) • She temporarily succeeds in convincing 

Bayard of her ability to create an atmosphere of tranquility, 

and during her visits, we find scenes which stress quietness: 

On the branch athwart the window the leaves hung 
motionless beneath the intermittent fingers of 
the sun, and she sat also without life, the fabric 
of her dress unstirred by her imperceptible breath
ing. (p. 245) 

On another visit, the violence of one character and the ap-

parent peace of the other are again counterbalanced, when 

Narcissa helps to soothe Bayard's savage attack of nerves 

and persuades him to promise to stop driving recklessly. 

Nature reflects this contrast: 

Far above him now the peak among the black and 
savage stars, and about him the valleys of tran
quillity and of peace. . . . The sun was gone, 
and twilight, foster dam of quietude and peace, 
filled the fading room. (p. 254) 

The scenes which pose Bayard's violence against Narcissa's 

air of peace seem at first to indicate that she represents 

the antidote for his spiritual illness; yet Narcissa's 

quiet is simply another means of ironically connecting 

Bayard's violence with immobility. Her serenity is only 

outwardly opposed to Bayard's destructive violence, and it 

is a kind of passivity, stasis, which seeks to engulf him. 

On the trip to the mill, for instance, Faulkner describes 

"her spirit [going] out in steady and serene waves, sur-

rounding him unawares" (p. 280). 

She is like an empty urn of quietude waiting to be 

filled by the energy of Bayard's violence. After he 

olunqes her car across the bridge at which his accident 
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has occurred, Narcissa "wails," "and then her crazed hands 

were on his face and she was sobbing wildly against his 

mouth" (p. 263). The sexual implication is obvious: she 

is attracted, aroused, by his violence. Yet she never 

really loves Bayard. As she watches him sleeping, she 

thinks "that there would be peace for her only in a world 

where there were no men at all" (p. 2 45) • And afterwards, 

in a conversation with Miss Jenny, she thinks, "Men . . . 
that was where unhappiness lay, getting men into your 

life" (p. 259). Although she is physically attracted to 

Bayard, then, Narcissa loves no man, and would even gladly 

do away with them. Her apparent peace proves to be a sham 

as far as Bayard is concerned, and shortly after their mar-

riage, he leaves home for good, bent upon destruction more 

determinedly than ever. 

The superficial quality of her personality is also 

emphasized in "There Was a Queen." In this short story, 

Narcissa is associated again with "serenity" and with the 
22 

"quality of statuary." Men, "with their ideas of good 

23 and bad," are "fools... In the story, Narcissa re-obtains 

a group of annonymous, obscene letters which have been 

stolen in Sartoris. The letters have been missing for 

22Faulkner, "There was 
of William Faulkner (New York: 

23 Ibid • 1 741. 

a Queen," Collected Stories 
Random House, 1950), p. 738. 
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several years, and after regaining possession of them and 

destroying them, she informs Miss Jenny that she has been 

wild with fear that someone might see them and realize that 

she had not only received them, but kept them. Narcissa 

gets the letters back by consenting to spend a night in 

Memphis with a federal agent who has come into possession 

of them. Her concern is not with being a lady, but with 

appearing to be one; and she gladly sacrifices her virtue 

to maintain an appearance of virtue. 

Her tranquility, likewise, is appearance rather 

than reality. She seems calm to those around her, but her 

calmness is a void, a lack of life. Bayard stirs her only 

superficially, and she seeks to 11 surround" him rather than 

to free him, to see what she can gain rather than to give 

any part of herself. Her quietude, like Bayard's violence, 

is a negative quality. Both are stasis. 

Forms of stasis also appear in The Sound and the 

Fury. As he nears the end of his quest for death, for ex

ample, Quentin describes "that quality of light as if time 

really had stopped for awhile" (p. 187). Here is a still

ness, quiet, which seems very similar to that which is 

presented in the ode, yet this stillness is more nearly 

joined with death (through Quentin) than with the life

preserving power of the urn. Quiet is applied to Jason in 

the description of him as "one who goes through the motions 

of listening in order to deceive himself as to what he 
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already hears" (p. 296). Associated with Jason, quiet is 

a negative quality, a stasis: it is destructive in the tra

dition of Narcissa's serenity and of Quentin's vision of 

eternity--and utterly opposed to the affirmative silence 

of the urn. Quiet is also associated with Benjy, whose 

eyes are depicted as "empty and blue and serene" (p. 336). 

He becomes almost the literal opposite of the urn as he 

bellows with "the grave hopeless sound of all voiceless 

misery under the sun" (p. 332). Quentin remembers that 

voice: "His voice hammering back and forth as though its 

own momentum would not let it stop as though there were 

no place for it in silence bellowing" (p. 143). Benjy's 

"hopeless and prolonged bellow" was "nothing. Just sound. 

It might have been all time and injustice and sorrow become 

vocal for an instant by a conjugation of the planets" (pp. 

303-304). His voice, then, is the antithesis of the urn's 

music; it speaks not of peace, but of man's woes. 

Black people in The sound and the Fury also develop 

the theme of quietude, but in a more positive manner~ Such 

Characters as Reverend Shegog and Dilsey have the same qual

ity of endurance as the urn does: they have a stillness 

which is much more than stasis, and it is one from which 

they derive an inner strength and dignity. Before begin

ning his sermon, for example, Reverend Shegog is "as reft 

of all motion as a mummy or an empty vessel" (p. 309). The 

allusion to the urn is clear, and the quiet which Shegog 
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projects is eloquent. For Dilsey, in particular, it is a 

source of comfort and renewed strength. During the sermon, 

Reverend Shegog's attitude becomes "that of a serene, tor-

tured crucifix that transcended its shabbiness and insignif

icance;" the congregation listens to him with "their hearts 

• • • speaking to one another in chanting measures beyond 

the need for words" (p. 310). After the sermon, the concept 

of_ endurance is built by Dilsey's referring to herself as 

having seen the first and the last, the beginning and the 

end of the Compsons, and she affirms that Shegog has seen 

11 de power and de glory" (p. 313). Finally, in the appen-

dix, she and her family are summarized with the statement, 

"They endured" (p. 22) • Like the urn, they have a time-

lessness--an enduring peace--which conveys their inner 

serenity and ability to withstand the vagaries of time; it 

is indicative of their comprehension of a mystical truth 

("de power and de glory") which transcends their physical 

surroundings. This ability is made clear through one of 

the final descriptions of Dilsey, who looks 

as though muscle and tissue had been courage or for
titude which the days or the years had consumed until 
only the indomitable skeleton was left rising like 
a ruin or a landmark above the somnolent and imper
vious guts. (p. 282) 

She is indomitable in the same sense as Caddy is, for her 

strength and peace remain constant in spite of the wounds 

which time or humanity deals her. 
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Through his stilled lives, Faulkner projects actual 

moments of quiet which usually serve to heighten character

izations of the figures who are being portrayed. Bayard's 

sensation of being upon an "endless treadmill" while being 

returned home after his car wreck is one example of the way 

in which these stilled lives function. Many other examples 

appear in Go Down, Moses. The scene in which Ike sees Old 

Ben disappear into the woods "without motion" is such an. 

instance, as is his dream of bucks forever falling and 

rising before the guns of the eternal hunters. These pas

sages offer insights into Ike's yearning to remain forever 

in the wilderness as a hunter. Although he sees the wilder

ness fading beneath the hand of man, he thinks of it as 

eternal, and he quests to make himself a part of the endur

ing peace which he senses within its diminishing boundaries. 

The woods, "bigger and older than any recorded document" 

(p. 191), partake of "that silence which was never silence 

but was myriad" (p. 353), so they literally possess a quiet 

which transcends speech. Another form of quiet is illus

trated_ by Ike's recollection of a deer leaping across the 

railroad tracks. It looks "three times its actual length, 

and even paler, different in color, as if there were a point 

between immobility and absolute motion where even mass chemi

cally altered" (p. 321). Immobility is what Isaac seeks in 

the woods: he yearns to find an everlasting peace there, 

but he ultimately achieves only stasis. 
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The sort of stillness which he loves is apparent in 

Ike's decision that Sam Fathers and Lion and Old Ben have 

not died: 

there was no death, not Lion and not Sam: not held 
fast in earth but free in earth and in earth but of 
earth, myriad yet undiffused of every myriad part, 
leaf and twig and particle, air and sun and rain 
and dew and night, acorn oak and leaf and acorn 
again, dark and dawn and dark and dawn again in 
their immutable progression and, being myriad, one: 
and Old Ben too. (pp. 328-29} 

Ike sees the cycles of the wilderness as a kind of unmov-

ing progression. In this sense, they are similar to Caddy, 

whose silence speaks, and to the urn, whose "silent form" 

teases us beyond mere thought: they, too, have a quietness. 

Yet Ike is pursuing a lost dream, for the woods do not en-

dure. In "Delta Au turon, " while returning to the woods as 

an old man, Ike thinks, "Soon they would enter the Delta. 

The sensation was familiar to him. It had been renewed like 

this each last week in November for more than fifty years" 

(p. 335). At this point, Isaac's boyhood woods have disap-

peared, and only a small corner of the wilderness remains. 

He still returns to the woods, though, despite its obvious 

inability to endure. The wilderness is his mistress, but 

he is left without wife or child and without even the re-

spect of his fellow hunters. By refusing his birthright 

and turning his back upon the community of men, he has for

feited the endurance and the peace which he blindly pursues. 

The urn is meaningful because it is "a friend to man, " be-

cause it speaks to man through its silence. Ike turns away 
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from man to find stasis rather than peace: like that of 

Narcissa Benbow, his "quiet" is an ironic one, representa

tive of negativ.e qualities rather than of positive ones. 

Because it is directly related to the ode in several 

instances, and because many other instances reflect the ode 

indirectly, Faulkner's concept of quiet, which is constructed 

through the opposing themes of peace and stasis, must almost 

certainly derive from the original "bride of quietness." 

The stilled lives themselves are a form of quiet which 

speaks, conveys ideas or information, just as eloquently 

as the urn. Narcissa Sartoris, apostrophized exactly as 

the urn is, has a quiet which is as destructive as her hus

band's violent motion. Isaac McCaslin presents virtually 

the same type of quiet. For Narcissa, Bayard, and Ike, 

quiet--whether it be in the form of calmness or of still

ness or of soundlessness--is stasis. It represents a lack 

of positive human values or direction, and in that sense, 

it is ironic when placed against the urn's quietude. This 

latter quiet surfaces in such individuals as Caddy or Dil

sey, whose serenity is based upon the enduring human values, 

those which are life-giving and productive of good. In 

these personalities, quiet is peace: the ability of these 

characters to prevail over their circumstances says that 

they represent the values which Faulkner wishes to affirm, 

the "truth and beauty" which are to be discovered within 

his writings. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE KEY TO TRUTH 

For Keats, the human imagination is man's guide to 

truth. His comment in the letter to Benjamin Bailey that 

"What the imagination seizes as Beauty must be truth .. is 

a statement of this belief, and "Ode on a Grecian Urn .. af

firms it as well. The legend upon the urn, through which 

the vessel speaks, stirs the imagination of the persona; 

and through his imagination, he hears the 11ditties of no 

tone" which lead him toward the recognition that 111 Beauty 

is truth, truth beauty.'" The legend which pipes unheard 

melodies and activates the persona's imagination concerns 

human beings who pursue and struggle, who feel both woe and 

ecstasy. Thus, his own imagination guides man to truth, 

and man's imagination is stimulated through humanity itself-

through the passionate commitment of people to one another, 

to life. Emphasis in the ode, then, is placed upon the 

human element: upon the urn which is "a friend to man;" 

upon the human interactions; and upon the human imagination 

which perceives beauty and, thence, truth. 

While Keats stresses the imagination as man's guide 

to truth, Faulkner emphasizes the compassionate, enduring 

human heart. On December 10, 1950, accepting the Nobel 

Prize, he stated, "[Man] is immortal not because he alone 

among creatures has an inexhaustibl~ voice but because he 

60 
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has a soul, a spirit capable of compassion and sacrifice 

and endurance ... 
24 

The more abundantly a Faulkner character 

possesses these qualities, the more sympathetic is that 

cbaracter; those whose hearts are undeveloped or whose pur

suits are directed away from humanity (and thus, away from 

the soul, or heart) lose our sympathy or fail to reach 

their goals. 

Flern Snopes, for example, attains his goals, but 

since they are strictly material and since Flern lacks corn-

passion and any strong evidence of other human feeling, he 

is probably Faulkner's most villainous character. Thomas 

Sutpen is willing to sacrifice any human being to his dream, 

so he is doomed to disaster. Eula Varner Snopes and Addie 

Bundren, however, share a concern for people, for matters 

which pertain to the heart, and they succeed in enlisting 

both our sympathy and our admiration. The Faulknerian char-

acter draws near truth not so much because he lives a moral 

or respectable life, but because he has qualities (sacri-

fice, compassion, the ability to endure anguish or suffer-

ing) which direct him toward his fellow men and which cause 

him to care for others. These qualities are those which 

pertain to the heart; and the heart guides man to truth. 

Isaac McCaslin certainly does not lack a heart. 

His reverence for the wilderness and for the life which it 

24 
Blotner, Faulkner: A Biography, 1366. 
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contains and his love of Sam Fathers illustrate the depth 

of feeling of which he is capable. "The Bear, .. especially, 

gives other proofs of his depth of feeling. Isaac's grand

father, Carothers McCaslin, has committed incest with Tomey, 

his daughter by Eunice, another Negro slave. To Tomey's 

Turl, the daughter of this match, Carothers has bequeathed 

$1000, partially because he knows that he will not have to 

pay the money himself. The money has next descended to 

this daughter's children, Tennie's Jim, Fonsiba, and Lucas 

Beauchamp: and Buck and Buddy McCaslin, Ike's father and 

uncle, have inherited the task of paying for Carother's 

sin. They, in turn, have passed this responsibility to 

McCaslin Edmonds, Ike's cousin who is running the planta

tion until Ike becomes twenty-one. In order to insure that 

the three descendants of Carother's incestuous relation

ship with Tomey receive their shares of the $1000 legacy, 

Ike has attempted to track and find Tennie's Jim, who has 

disappeared, and has succeeded in finding Fonsiba, who has 

moved to Arkansas with a Negro carpetbagger. (Lucas re

mains and later demands his share of the legacy.) 

This experience of helping to settle his grand

father's moral debts is significant to Ike's ideological 

development, for it has forced him to r~cognize the sins 

of his grandfather and of the institution of slavery: it 

has therefore been instrumental in cementing his attitude 

about ownership, both of land and of people. He believes 
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that man is merely the land's custodian, that in claiming 

to own the land, man has dispossessed God of what is His. 

As a result, the land has been cursed. The civil war has 

atoned for a part of the curse; it has been a way of fight

ing evil with evil, and through their suffering, of bring

ing men to recognize at least some portion of the wrong 

inherent in ownership. 

Yet Ike sees the land as still cursed, since men 

still claim to own it. The ledgers which contain the rec

ords of the McCaslin plantation reveal to him that the 

bondage which began years ago is still existent, that the 

old sins remain unaccounted for, unbalanced. To stop the 

chain of sin, to avoid being one of the guilty parties, Ike 

decides to refuse his inheritance and to leave the planta

tion with Cass. His decision is not based upon a lack of 

feeling. In a way, he feels almost too strongly, suffer

ing for those who have been wronged and choosing to abnegate 

everything rather than to be guilty of fostering more evil 

or of bequeathing the old sins to a future generation. He 

refuses to sacrifice himself to the wrongs which have been 

perpetrated through man's acquisitiveness and through the 

Southern culture, choosing to sacrifice his inheritance in 

his place. 

However, Ike sacrifices more than he realizes. In 

the commissary scene of "The Bear," he tells Cass that God 

made man "to hold the earth mutual and intact in communal 
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brotherhood" (p. 256). This statement typifies his atti

tude toward the land and his code of behavior. He believes 

that "conununal brotherhood" is a truth which he is right 

to affirm by avoiding possession of any land, and it is in 

this spirit that he turns to the wilderness. He asks Cass 

if those men who were originally nearest to God "could com-

prebend truth only through the complexity of passion and 

lust and hate and fear which drives the heart, what distance 

must they traverse whom truth could reach only by word-of 

mouth?" (p. 260). Ike believes that he knows a short-cut 

to truth, that it is, in reality, simpler to find than 

through the "complexity of passion." For him, truth exists 

in the woods, where he can walk alone and yet be part of 

the myriad natural life. 

When Cass argues that Ike cannot simply refuse his 

past and his patr~mony, Ike replies that he is free, that 

he can choose to refuse this responsibility. McCaslin 

reads "Ode on a Grecian Urn" to Ike, then quotes, "'She 

cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss I Forever wilt 

thou love and she be fair •" (p. 297). Ike thinks that Keats 

is merely speaking of a girl, but McCaslin says, 

He was talking about truth. Truth is one. It 
dOesn't change. It covers all things which touch 
the human heart--honor and pity and pride and 
justice and courage and lov~ (p. 297) 

Cass is clearly linking truth with the heart, saying that 

the heart guides man toward truth, yet Ike still fails to 

understand. Faulkner writes that "He didn't know. Somehow 
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it had seemed simpler than that, simpler than somebody talk

ing in ~book" (p. 297). In a voice "as quiet as the twi

light itself~," McCaslin speaks again, 

Courage and honor and pride, and pity and love of 
justice and of liberty. They all touch the heart, 
and what the heart holds to becomes trut~as far 
~ ~ ~ know truth. (p:-297) - -

What Cass appears to be striving to help Ike com

prehend is that truth is not simple, because the heart is 

far from simple. Ike believes that his own heart prompts 

him to turn away from his heritage to the quiet of the 

wilderness, and it is within the quiet of the wilderness 

that he believes himself to be closest to truth and beauty. 

Earlier in the commissary scene, he has said to McCaslin, 

I know what you will say now [in reply to Ike's argu
ment against accepting the plantation] : That if 
truth is one thing to me and another thing to you, 
how will we choose which is truth? You don't need 
to choose. The heart already knows. . .• there 
is only one truth and it covers all things that touch 
the heart. (p. 260) 

Ike is very close to grasping what his cousin tries to tell 

him, but what he fails to see is that he himself is turn-

ing against the heart by trying to divorce himself from the 

affairs of his forefathers. At the same time that he en-

dorses "communal brotherhood," he wants no part of the pas-

sions which are inevitably engendered by the community of 

man. In abrogating his inheritance, he is denying humanity, 

and therefore turning his back upon the things which in

volve the human heart. And as he turns from the heart, he 

loses sight of truth. 
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Ike says that he is free, but McCaslin recognizes 

that he is bound by the history in the commissary ledgers, 

by 

the frail and iron thread strong as truth and im
pervious as evil and longer than life itself and 
r7ach~ng beyond record and patrimony both to join 
h1m w1th the lusts and passions, the hopes and 
dreams and griefs, of bones whose names while still 
fleshed and capable even old Carother's grandfather 
had never heard. (p. 299) 

The thread which binds Ike to the past, then, is the heart, 

the source of 11 lusts and passions • • • hopes and dreams 

and griefs, .. or, in Keats's words, of 11Wild ecstasy, .. 

"human passion, .. 11 a burning forehead, and a parching tongue ... 

Ike cannot free himself from this bond. Faulkner writes 

that 11 even in escaping he was taking with him more of that 

evil and regenerate old man .. (p. 282), and Ike learns as 

an old man himself "that no man is ever free and probably 

could not bear it if he were" (p. 270). 

In 11Delta Autumn, .. we see that Carothers' sins are 

indeed regenerative and that Ike's denial of his patrimony 

has been wasted. The wilderness to which Ike has dedicated 

himself has almost completely vanished, and his companions 

display tolerance rather than respect for him. The major 

blow to him, however, comes through Roth Edmond, Cass's 

grandson, a killer of does rather than of bucks, one who 

is named after Carothers McCaslin and who displays the same 

disregard for others as the original Carothers did. Roth 

has engaged in a sexual liaison with a woman who is the 
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granddaughter of Tennie's Jim and who is therefore a de

scendant of Carothers through the incestuous relation with 

Eunice's daughter, Tomey. The old sin is repeating itself, 

in spite of Ike and perhaps because of him. The woman has 

a child which Roth refuses even to see, leaving Ike an en

velope of money to give to her. Alone with the woman, Ike 

is informed that he is responsible for ruining Roth by giv

ing "to his grandfather that land which didn • t belong to 

him, not even half of it by will or even law" (p. 361). 

Ike advises the woman to do the sort of thing which 

he has tried to do, to go back North and to "forget all 

this ... She replies, "'Old man . . . have you lived so long 

and forgotten so much that you don't remember anything you 

ever knew or felt or even heard about love?'" (p. 363). In 

the end, then, Ike is pictured as an old man who has lost 

contact with his fellow beings, whose heart has become so 

withered that he has forgotten the meaning of love. He 

dedicates himself to the pursuit of a peace which is an 

absence of the hopes and griefs of the heart, and this quest 

is doomed to failure. He cannot end or absolve the old 
• 

sins by ignoring them, and near the end of his life, he 1s 

confronted with the very evil which he has sought to ignore. 

The "iron thread" of the heart has never ceased to bind him, 

but his ~~ heart has decayed from his effort to break that 

thread. Although his intentions are good and although he 

has an inkling of what truth is, Ike misses truth because 



he ventures away from the community of man, pursuing a 

peace which is devoid of human feeling. 
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Faulkner indicates, therefore, that truth is found 

as the individual becomes increasingly involved with human

ity, with the things which touch the heart. Truth becomes 

a criterion by ·which one can judge the moral right or wrong 

of a character's actions: the character who is capable of 

compassion and sacrifice, of love, achieves the peace of 

the Grecian urn, and he endures; the person who stifles 

these feelings or who simply fails to possess them achieves, 

at best, merely an imitation of peace, a stasis. Bayard 

Sartoris never fully severs his links with humanity, but 

he is more committed to death than to life. In his world, 

11 that arrogant shade" of his great grandfather "dominated 

the house and the life that went on there" {p. 113) . Other 

dead Sartorises, especially his twin, also exert a powerful 

influence upon Bayard, so that he strives to emulate them. 

As Miss Jenny says, however, Bayard has no soul. He is 

tortured by his family's past and by John's death, and the 

only real emotion which he feels is despair. Thus, he en

gages in the sort of violent and romantic actions which are 

characteristic of the Sartoris males, but he does so joy

lessly; he longs for death and chases it across the pages 

of the novel until he finally succeeds in killing himself. 

The peace for which he yearns is an abnegation of the con

dition of being human, a cessaticn of the feelings of the 
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' 
heart, and diametrically opposed to that. of the urn. Like 

Ike, he flees from human responsibilities, so even though 

he aChieves a kind of peace, he does so at the price of 

truth and beauty. These are qualities he never finds: he 

has only despair. He not only fails to endure, but actually 

refuses to do so: and Faulkner leaves little doubt that 

Bayard's quest is a misdirected, negative one. 

While Bayard glorifies violent action, Narcissa and 

Horace Benbow glorify quietism. Horace is merely "futile," 

but Narcissa must be more strongly condemned. Her quiet 

is a pose which she consciously maintains, and it implies 

a lack of the qualities which touch the heart. Cass Edmonds 

mentions 11honor and pity and pride and justice and courage 

and love ... That Narcissa•s honor, pride, courage, and 

sense of justice are pretense is illustrated through the 

obscene letters which she receives, keeps, and loses in 

Sartoris, then regains and destroys in 11 There Was a Queen ... 

In that story, she explains to Miss Jenny that after the 

letters had been stolen: 111 I was crazy for a while. I 

thought of people, men, reading them, seeing not only my 

name on them, but the marks of my eyes where I had read 
25 

them again and again. I was wild. 11 Her pride is wounded 

not by the fact that such letters have been written to her, 

but by the possibility that someone else may have seen them. 

25 
11There Was a Queen, .. 739. 
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Even when she first begins to receive the letters, Miss 

Jenny advises her to tell some man who will make sure that 

they are stopped, but Narcissa's concern for her outward 

semblance of dignity and pride is at least partially respon

sible for her refusal to follow Miss Jenny's counsel. Al

though she is "wild" when they are stolen, she is concerned 

with appearance and so devoid of courage that she fails to 

do anything, to tell anyone, to make any positive effort to 

get the letters back. And when the federal agent arrives 

with them, she gladly sacrifices real honor for the sake of 

apparent honor. This episode illustrates that Narcissa's 

heart is hollow, that her virtues are superficial. 

Her relationship with Bayard proves that her pity 

and love are also strictly outward virtues. Her serenity 

is counterbalanced with Bayard's violence, and she appears 

to be capable of quelling that violence and of helping 

Bayard to regain spiritual peace. While he is convalescing, 

her serenity does succeed in temporarily soothing him; 

Bayard's promise to stop driving recklessly is a portent 

of what she seems to be capable of doing for him, of giving 

him. Yet she fails, in reality, to give him anything. He 

returns to his former violence and eventually even leaves 

her and his home. Narcissa's outer composure is never af

fected by this turn of events, and we have no sign that she 

ever suffers inwardly. In fact, the opposite seems to be 

the case, since she indicates more than once that peace is 
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possible only in a world without men. Near the end of 

Sartoris, Miss Jenny recalls "something Narcissa had said 

once, about a world without men, and wondered if therein 

lay peaceful avenues and dwellings thatched with quiet" 

(p. 376). For Narcissa, a peaceful world is one which con

tradicts the heart, one where "peaceful avenues" contain no 

men, and no lovers. Her self-love is the antithesis of 

truth; her heart is quiet, serene, because it is almost 

totally dispassionate. Thus, Narcissa's serenity is stasis, 

not real peace; and she is another character who loses truth 

and beauty because she is oriented away from humanity, away 

from matters which touch the heart. 

Quentin Compson is also a character who discards 

truth and beauty. He loves, as the appendix to The Sound 

and the Fury attests, only death, and like Narcissa, he is 

concerned with the preten·se of honor and pride rather than 

with their realities. Caddy's virginity symbolizes these 

qualities for him, and her loss of virginity means the de

struction of these virtues in his eyes. Like Narcissa, he 

is more concerned with the sign of virtue than with its 

reality. 

Quentin is willing to make Caddy's loss of virginity 

seem truly horrible by pretending to have committed incest 

with her so that, as he says, the "loud world • . • would 

have to flee us of necessity" (p. 195). He is afraid to try 

to carry out this idea with Caddy, though, because he believes 



72 

that she might agree to it; she has the courage which he 

lacks. His only means of coping with her courage and acts 

of love is to try first a lie, then suicide. Mr. compson 

is accurate when he tells Quentin, "You are still blind to 

what is in yourself to that part of general truth the se

quence of natural events and their causes which shadows 

every mans (sic) brow" (p. 195). This general truth, "the 

sequence of natural events and their causes," consists of 

matters which pertain to the heart and of the natural 

events which the heart brings to pass. As his father says, 

Quentin is "not thinking of finitude [but] contemplating 

an apotheosis in which a temporary state of mind will be

come symmetrical above the flesh" (pp. 195-96) . 

Quentin kills himself while in this "temporary 

state; 11 he obviously has feelings, but he feels selfishly. 

He "cannot bear to think that someday it will no longer 

hurt [him] like this" (p. 196). His concern over what hap

pens to Caddy is directed not toward his sister, but in

wardly, toward himself, and he almost luxuriates in his own 

suffering. Even his suicide may be considered selfish, 

since it removes him from "the loud world" without helping 

Caddy or Benjy or his father in any way. Quentin's self

centeredness, then, his concern with his own pain, blinds 

him to the "general truth" which rests within the heart of 

man. The peace which he finds through death is a contra

diction of the urn's peace and of its message that truth is 



73 

all man needs to know. In sacrificing his life to his per

sonal anguish, Quentin sacrifices truth as well. 

The appendix describes Caddy Compson as "cold 

serene and damned." She remains forever frozen, statue

like, in the photograph which is our final look at her: and 

we are told that even as she ages, she remains beautiful. 

Like the coldness of the pastoral upon the marble urn, Cad

dy•s coldness is a sign of her ability to endure. It con

trasts with the inner coldness to which Faulkner refers 

while Narcissa sits beside Bayard's bed. Caddy is "cold 

serene" and in Caddy, serenity is peace. This very quality 

damns her in the world of man, for few of the characters 

around her recognize her virtues. Quentin sees her solely 

as a symbol of his outdated code of honor: Jason regards 

her as a means for acquiring money and prestige: and her 

mother considers her a tool for social advancement. 

Caddy is the only Compson who is fully capable of 

love. As the appendix affirms, for instance, she loves 

Quentin even though she recognizes that he is incapable of 

loving her. Of all the family, she alone shows true love 

for Benjy, which is illustrated by the fact that she is one 

of the three things which he loves. More evidence of her 

concern for others is shown by her repeated request to Quen

tin, shortly before her marriage, to "look after Benjy and 

Father" (p. 134). We also see her repeatedly attempting to 

help her daughter even after her family has succeeded in 
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separating her from that daughter. Finally, while Quen

tin's life is romantically sterile, Caddy at least symboli

cally experiences the romantic love relationship. 

The consequences of this love are severe, for it 

causes those who are closest to her to reject or desert her. 

Quentin drowns himself. Mr. Compson becomes an alcoholic, 

allowing Mrs. Compson and Jason to bar her from the family 

and to separate her from her daughter. In the appendix, 

Faulkner characterizes her thus: 11 Doomed and knew it, ac

cepted the doom without either seeking or fleeing it 11 (p. 

10). Caddy is doomed by her heart, the source of her peace, 

the key to truth and beauty; she is doomed because the 

hearts of those around her are weak or. empty, because those 

hearts are static. Yet she is strong enough to endure 

whatever sound and fury life holds for her, without losing 

her inward calm and without shutting her heart. Thus, we 

see her preserved at the end of the novel, eternally beau

tiful. She epitomizes the truth which Ike, Bayard, Nar

cissa, and Quentin fail to grasp; she is a message that 

truth is found through the human heart. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

Art necessarily involves communication between the 

artist and the "observer, " whatever the purpose of the 

artist may be. Faulkner's own remarks and, more importantly, 

his writings reveal that 11 0de on a Grecian Urn .. communicated 

a specific body of thought to him and that he employed these 

thoughts in his own creations. By recognizing his debt to 

Keats, we become better able to appreciate his art and to 

understand its message. Like the figures upon the urn, his 

Characters remain checked in positions of struggle or ecstasy 

or despair, and they speak to us of truth and beauty, of how 

to find or to forfeit truth. 

Faulkner's use of the poem is multifaceted, for he 

expands the concepts of the ode. Quest, for instance, be

comes a negative as well as a positive quality. The charac

ters upon the urn achieve immortality through their uncon

summated quests. Isaac McCaslin's dream of the never-ending 

hunt parallels this eternal quest, but because Ike turns 

from humanity in his desire to preserve the quest, his dream 

fails to endure. He comes very close to finding truth in 

the wilderness, but because the woods become, for him, a 

means of isolating himself from the passions of the heart 

and from the guilt which these passions have engendered, 

Ike is blinded to the truth which hi~ cousin struggles to 

75 
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make him see: that truth is found through mankind, not 

apart from it. Faulkner's portrayal of this unconsummated 

searc~ differs, then, from the ongoing quest in the ode; 

in Isaac's case, quest is negative and ultimately must come 

to an unsuccessful end. The quests of Bayard Sartoris and 

Quentin are also negative, since these too involve a process 

of isolating the individual from humanity. The positive 

quest is that which is directed through the heart, toward 

mankind. 

The ode's concept of quiet is also expanded in Faulk

ner. The urn's quiet is powerful; it surpasses words and 

communicates eternal verities. For Narcissa Benbow, however, 

quiet is stasis, stillness, a vacuum which implies a lack of 

heart or feeling. Her outward serenity is merely a facade 

which disguises the hollowness of her heart. Bayard's vio

lence contrasts with Narcissa's quiet, but it is also a 

stasis, a treadmill from which he never progresses. Quen

tin Compson's yearning for quiet is of a similar nature; 

for him, quiet means oblivion, removal from the world of 

human passion. These three characters demonstrate the 

theme of stasis. Caddy illustrates the positive side of 

the concept of quiet. The nature of her serenity is the 

same as that of the urn; it is a productive peace which 

speaks of truth, of the importance of the human heart, and 

it enables Caddy to endure while other characters fail. 
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These themes of quest and peace and stasis are in

termingled in the novels upon which this discussion has 

focused. In the character of Ike McCaslin, for example, 

none of these ideas can be wholly separated from the others, 

and the concepts are likewise joined in the personalities 

of other characters. Faulkner uses the themes to show a 

progression toward or away from truth, which he defines in 

the commissary scene of Go Down, Moses by relating truth 

directly to the ode. Man•s key to truth is his heart. The 

conclusion to which these three novels lead us is that the 

more an individual opens his heart to his fellow men, the 

more successful he is in attaining truth, in perceiving 

genuine beauty, in enduring. 

Faulkner•s characters affirm the same idea that the 

figures upon the urn do: the idea that truth and beauty 

come from man•s opening his heart to others, from his com

mitment to his fellow men. Just as the urn preserves the 

figures upon it, Keats•s ode immortalizes the urn. Faulk

ner carries this process a step further by incorporating 

his own understanding of the poem into his works. There, 

the Grecian urn continues to live and to speak. There, it 

continues to endure, and we become more fully cognizant of 

Faulkner•s intentions and ideas by listening to its "ditties .. 

within his works. 
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