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F A U L K N E R ' S POOR P A R S O N A N D
THE T E C H N I Q U E OF I N V E R S I O N
(OR WILLIAM FAULKNER: AN EPITAPH)
BY VICTOR STRANDBERG
I.

A

.LEN TATE, in his obituary on William Faulkner
(Sewanee Review, Winter, 1963), sees the central theme
of Faulkner's work as "the Greco-Trojan myth (Northerners as the upstart Greeks, Southerners as the older, more
civilized Trojans)." This idea has its evidence and its uses, most
certainly, but I should like to supplement it with a Hebraic principle. Hellenic as he was in his use of names and legends, Faulkner was also deeply Biblical in method and vision.
The particular Biblical method I have in mind here is the
principle of inversion, the technique of offering one's followers
the absolute antithesis of what reason and experience would predicate. From the very beginning of the human experiment, God
repeatedly seems to delight in using the most unlikely and incredible instrumentality to work His inscrutable will. The
patriarchs offer vivid illustration of this: whom shall God choose
to procreate His Chosen People, to found many nations? Whom
else but Abraham, a childless wanderer whose wife has passed
menopause and who himself is so skeptical about the prophecy
that he foolishly tries to help the project along by fathering an
illicit son, Ishmael. After whom shall the Chosen People be
named? Not, as you would think, after Abraham or Isaac, the
gentlemanly, respectable sort, but after Jacob—the scheming,
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unscrupulous cheat and liar, even at his dying father's bedside.
He gets the honor, the new nature, and the new name: Israel.
Who will save Jacob's house from famine? Who indeed but
Joseph—the outcast and dreamer, who by all odds ought to have
rotted to death in an Egyptian prison. Who will lead God's
people out of Egypt? He of the Egyptian royal household, to be
sure: that Moses whose very name derives from Israel's slavemasters. Let no one say that the Old Testament God lacks either
a sense of humor or a sense of drama.
In the New Testament, the principle of inversion is, if anything, even more emphatic. How will the Messiah come? Not in
power and glory, as orthodoxy fondly expected, but humble and
poor: born not of royalty, but of a common carpenter's house.
And how will He save mankind from the Fall? Not by simple
supernatural edict, alas, but by dying a natural death as the enemy
of the people. And so too with God's Church. Whom shall
God send to disseminate the new religion? Whom else indeed
but Saul of Tarsus, the most rabidly fanatic hater and persecutor
of Christians to be found anywhere. He of all people was the
chosen instrument for the propagation of Christianity.
That was in another country and two thousand years ago, but
Mr. Faulkner surely learned as much from this source as from
Mr. Tate's other country three thousand years ago. And most
certainly and magnificently, Mr. Faulkner learned the principle
of inversion. Inversion indeed is often at the very heart of his
work: in the Faulknerian beatitude which says, blessed be the
Lena Groves, for they shall inherit the earth; in the admiration
that tenders a rose for Emily, a murderess whom the townspeople
consider a crazy old party ; in the tenderness that transmutes a
death-watch for a "nigger dopefiend whore" baby-killer into a
requiem for a nun. And then there is the supreme inversion:
Faulkner's idiots. Although Mr. Faulkner may not have thought
much of the Church Militant, he most firmly ascribed to belief
in the Idiot Triumphant. So it is Benjy who not only endures
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but prevails; the intellectual suicides in the family can do neither.
And it is Benjy who leads us into catharsis: first into pity and
horror—"Ben wailed again, hopeless and prolonged. . . . It
might have been all time and injustice and sorrow become vocal
for an instant by a conjunction of planets." And then into final,
imperturbable calm: "Ben hushed . . . and his eyes were empty
and blue and serene again as cornice and facade flowed smoothly
once more from left to right; post and tree, window and doorway,
and signboard, each in its ordered place." So reads the last word,
the judgment which is Benjy's. All evidence to the contrary, life
is not a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury and signifying
nothing. Such are the high rewards of inversion.
But the price of inversion also comes high. Isolation, neglect,
and even outright hostility may long attend the prophet outcast.
For the most part, Faulkner appeared willing to pay the price in
manful silence. While Sinclair Lewis was charting a route to
Stockholm with his Babbitts and Arrowsmiths, the simple good
guys versus bad guys gambit, Faulkner without acclaim worked
out his subtle Snopes mythology. While Scott Fitzgerald was
dazzling the Flapper Era with winter dreams full of rich men
and mysterious, radiant lovelies, Faulkner offered the ignoble
image of Temple Drake, a parody of his readers. While Ernest
Hemingway was stooping to conquer with fantasies of libidinous
wish-fulfillment, Faulkner resolutely stuck by his Emily Grierson, a romantic heroine distinguished not only for her act of murder but by her appearance: "a small, fat woman in black . . .
[with] eyes lost in the fatty ridges of her face. She looked
bloated, like a body long submerged in motionless water. . . ."
Rather than ape the obvious success formula, in short, Faulkner
continued to invert it with ever increasing obstinacy and emphasis.
He even went so far as to extend his idiot triumphant doctrine
into the animal kingdom. The hero of The Bear is a dog idiot,
a creature "possessing that bravery which had long since stopped
being courage and had become foolhardiness." The buildup
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towards anticlimax begins with this description of an ordinary
dog's response to the bear: "He looked down at the hound,
trembling faintly and steadily against the boy's knee. From the
raked shoulder a few drops of fresh blood oozed and clung. 'Too
big. We ain't got the dog yet. But maybe someday.' " Years
pass until that someday arrives. And what kind of epic wolfhound finally sweeps onstage as the worthy antagonist of the
legendary monster Bear? A "little dog . . . grown, yet weighing
less than six pounds," of course! "He had the dog . . . a mongrel
of the sort called by negroes a fyce, a ratter, itself not much
bigger than a rat."
It's Biblical inversion again—David and Goliath transmuted
into the animal kingdom, the challenger incredibly coming
through: "the bear turned without even running, as if in surprised amazement at the shrill and frantic uproar of the released
fyce, turning at bay against the trunk of a tree, on its hind feet."
Let Hemingway have his brave bulls and lions. Faulkner's sixpound pup will take them on, each and all, and somehow make
it stick—the dog-idiot triumphant. So Faulkner went his own
way, willful even unto oblivion. By the war's end, his main
works were unread and out of print.
There were times, to be sure, when for all his pose of indifference, bitterness broke to the surface. When the author of The
Good, Earth won the Nobel Prize, for example, Faulkner couldn't
help leaning out of his obscurity to call her "China hand Buck."
And the easy popularity of A Farewell to Arms was galling
enough to draw a retort in the title and plot of The Wild Palms.
But aside from a few such aberrations, Faulkner cheerfully went
on inverting in solitude. And biding his time.
And in the end, he made of his life the master inversion. After
the decades of neglect and anonymity, his kingly will prevailed:
the world had to come to his door, bearing Prizes.
II.

Having established Faulkner's technique of inversion as a
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general principle, I should like to examine one case study in close
detail. This would be Parson Shegog's sermon that climaxes
The Sound, and the Fury. Here we have several modes of inversion dovetailing into a total impact that gives the scene much
of its compelling power. First of all, the general setting is exactly
in contrast to what we might think suitable as a backdrop or
inspiration for mystic vision. On the way to the church, Dilsey
and her party walk downhill through "a broad flat dotted with
small cabins . . . set in small grassless plots littered with broken
things, bricks, planks, crockery, things of a once utilitarian value.
What growth there was consisted of rank weeds and the trees
were mulberries and locusts and sycamores—trees that partook
also of the foul desiccation. . . ." The church building itself would
seem perfectly consistent with these surroundings: "Notched
into a cut of red clay crowned with oaks the road appeared to
stop short off, like a cut ribbon. Beside it a weathered church
lifted its crazy steeple like a painted church, and the whole scene
was as flat and without perspective as a painted cardboard. . . ."
A second and more obvious inversion applies to the parson's
appearance. First the false buildup—" 'Rev'un Shegog gwine
preach today. . . . He fum Saint Looey,' Frony said. 'Dat big
preacher.' "•—followed by the ironic letdown:
. . . when they saw the man who had preceded their minister
enter the pulpit still ahead of him an indescribable sound
went up, a sigh, a sound of astonishment and disappointment.
The visitor was undersized, in a shabby alpaca coat. He
had a wizened black face like a small, aged monkey. And
all the while that the choir sang . . . they watched the insignificant looking man sitting dwarfed and countrified by
the minister's imposing bulk . . . with consternation and unbelief. . . .
"En dey brung dat all de way fum Saint Looey," Frony
whispered.
But this ironic letdown is itself ironically inverted. The shabby,
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monkey-faced one is a compelling, brilliant orator, so facile and
learned in the artistry of rhetoric as to be comparable to a tightrope performer:
When the visitor rose to speak he sounded like a white man.
His voice was level and cold. . . . They began to watch
him as they would a man on a tight rope. They even forgot
his insignificant appearance in the virtuosity with which he
ran and poised and swooped upon the cold inflectionless wire
of his voice. . . .
And now the third inversion. For all the parson's hypnotic
mastery of the language, making him sound like a white man,
seem like a tightrope artist, it is not his formal sermon which
evokes Dilsey's mystic vision. Rather, the vision is imparted in
an unprepared, spontaneous after-sermon that cuts in just as the
choir is about to begin its concluding hymn:
. . . the congregation sighed as if it waked from a collective
dream and moved a little in its seats. Behind the pulpit the
choir fanned steadily. Dilsey whispered, "Hush, now.
Dey fixin to sing in a minute."
Then a voice said, "Brethren?"
So the white man's, tightrope walker's artistry of language was
a false lead too. The true vision and glory are bodied forth not
in a white man's "cold inflectionless" voice but in an intonation
and dialect which is negroid, "as different as day and dark from
his former tone. . . ." It is as though the speaker were seized
bodily by the Pentecostal tongues of fire, the spontaneous outpouring of language so intense that
With his body he seemed to feed the voice that, succubus
like, had fleshed its teeth in him. And . . . the voice consumed him, until he was nothing and they were nothing and
there was not even a voice but instead their hearts were
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speaking to one another in chanting measures beyond the
need for words. . . .
And now, to make sure we don't miss the point, the author himself briefly intrudes as explicator of inversion: "his monkey face
[was] lifted and his whole attitude that of a serene, tortured
crucifix that transcended its shabbiness and insignificance and
made it of no moment. . . ."
Guided by that brief editorial comment, we are now ready to
receive the supreme vision of this visionary final chapter. But
before giving us orthodox Christianity as a counterweight to seeing
life as a tale full of sound and fury, signifying nothing, Parson
Shegog first parades before us, in a few simple words, the way of
life of each main character in the story.
"When de long, cold—Oh, I tells you, breddren, when
de long, cold. . . . Dey passed away in Egypt, de swingin
chariots; de generations passed away."
Is this not Quentin's great obsession with time and death,
his sense of ultimate futility? Three generations of Compsons are set forth in the main part of the novel, and
the Appendix tells of others past. Those still alive are in varying
degrees of degeneration, and Quentin himself has succumbed so
completely to the concept of death as the permanent extinction of
the self as to take his own futile life at last. The Reverend Shegog sees and understands this point of view. "De generations
passed away."
"Wus a rich man. . . ." Here Jason Compson comes to view
for a moment, he who laid up treasures that the moth could corrupt or the thief steal in the night. "Whar he now. . . ?" is a
richly ironic question in the light of what has just taken place in
the Compson house and of what is about to befall Jason in Mottson. At almost this very moment in the sermon, in fact, Faulkner for an instant turns the camera outside the church where "A
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car passed along the road outside, labouring in the sand, died
away." Speaking of inversion, could that be Jason out there,
laboring to regain his stolen hoard, blind with "unbearable fury"?
"Was a po man: whar he now. . . ?" Mr. Compson, unlike his
namesake son, Jason IV, saw the love of money as an object of
ridicule ("watching pennies has healed more scars than Jesus").
But the growing poverty of the Compson family, marked by the
shrinking of Compson property to a pitiful, ramshackle cluster
of buildings (like the shrinking of Sutpen's Hundred to a crossroads store), forms a powerful and necessary backdrop for the
novel's tragedy. In the absence of any transcendent vision, the
lack of money oppressively influenced both Quentin and his
father with a sense of family ruin, until at last they both went to
the realm where rich and poor have no distinction.
The climax of the sermon comes with the analogue to Dilsey
and Benjy, Madonna and Child:
"Breddren! Look at dem little chillen settin dar. Jesus
wus like dat once. He mammy suffered de glory en de
pangs. Sometime maybe she helt him at de nightfall, whilst
de angels singin him to sleep; maybe she look out de do' en
see de Roman po-lice passin."
At this point Benjy, sitting "rapt in his sweet blue gaze," more
closely resembles the Christ child than at any other point in the
novel. "He mammy," Dilsey, had indeed protected him and
sung him to sleep. Her presence alone prevented Jason, the
Herod, Judas, and "Roman po-lice" of the tale, from sending
Benjy to the asylum in Jackson. And she was to wage her uneven
battle until bereft of her last weapon at the death of Jason's
mother.
Following up his reference to Jesus, Parson Shegog presents
orthodox Christianity as the only alternative to Quentin's dark
hopelessness. First, he sees Christ's ordeal in painfully sensory
detail:
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"1 sees hit, breddren! I sees hit! Sees de blastin, blindin
sight! I sees Calvary. . . . I hears de weepin en de cryin
en de turnt-away face of God: dey done kilt Jesus. . . !"
At this darkest of all moments, Shegog succumbs momentarily to
Quentin's naturalism: " . . . I sees de whelmin flood roll between; I sees de darkness en de death everlastin upon de generations." (The "whelmin flood" is especially interesting in view
of Quentin's death by water.) Immediately, however, he sees
beyond Quentin's naturalism into a supernatural glory. Christian
mysticism imparts an ultimate meaning that prevails over "de
death everlastin" of eternal nothingness:
"Den, lo! Breddren! . . . Whut I see? Whut I see, O
sinner? I sees de resurrection en de light; sees de meek
Jesus sayin Dey kilt Me dat ye shall live again; I died dat
dem whut sees en believes shall never die."
And thus on to the Apocalypse, the final redemption of the human
experiment: ". . . O breddren! I sees de doom crack en hears
de golden horns shoutin down de glory, en de arisen dead. . . ."
Seen thus, time is an arrow pointing upwards; history is the
march to Zion. So efficacious is the vision to Dilsey that all loss
is redeemed—even the imminent loss of Benjy—and all sacrifice
justified: "I've seed de first en de last. . . . I seed de beginnin,
en now I sees de endin." The tale told by an idiot does signify
something, does have a happy ending, after all. Or, to return
to Biblical inversion, it is the Isaianic vision: the last shall be
first. Every valley shall be exalted, and every mountain shall be
made low. Thus, modern realism gives way to the Hebrew insistence on ultimate justice, the reversal of things as they are.
Indeed, Faulkner almost stacks the deck too obviously in this
finale to The Sound and the Fury, with goodness and innocence
uplifted and wickedness foiled on Easter Day. But people have
believed it in the Bible; why shouldn't they believe it in Faulkner
too?
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Her superior vision distinguishes Dilsey from the other
characters of the novel and renders her life alone truly meaningful. In contrast to her ultimate perception is Jason's Chamber
of Commerce vision, summarized in the sign he observes: "Keep
your eye on Mottson." As against this electric, inhuman eye
that sees nothing, Dilsey's spiritual eye sees everything, all time
and eternity. In a final inversion, Faulkner gives Dilsey her
greatest tribute in the Appendix, where her spiritual vision is the
opposite of her physical. Implicit in the total blindness of her
old age is an epic comparison with Oedipus and Tiresias and
Saul of Tarsus—with all those ancient figures, in short, whose
canonization to another world depended upon their seeing beyond
this one.
To conclude the matter, Faulkner the modern experimenter
garnered much from the writings of antiquity, both in method
and vision. As a student of inversion, Faulkner learned it well.
As a writer, he taught it well. And in his career, he lived it without peer in his time. Perhaps this epitaph should be added to
his obituary.

