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William raulkner's Light in August tells the atory
of two men who live isolated from the rest of humanity,
each in a one-~inhabitant world of his own. Joe Christras
and Gail tiightower cannot relate to the rest of scciety
because neither wman has established his self-identity.
Society says chooase~~black or white, saved or damned, past
or present-~but neither man knows which group ne belongs
to, and 30 relegates himself to a no=-man's land outside
society. ristmas and Hightower try to join the human
race, but Hightower is reluctant to give up the anonymous
safety of his private world fox the vicissitudes of the
real one, It is Christmas who actively seeks to discover
and take his place in the world of other men, no matter
what his cost in suffering.

The black or white dileawma, one of the impossible
choices that ferces Joe Christmas outside society, follows
him from birth to death. UBelther the character himself
nor the reader ever knows if Christmas has Negro blond or
not.l His mother, HMilly Hines, was white; his father, a

brown, namaless carnival worker, wae, he said Mexican,

l50hn L. Longley, Jr., "Joe Christmas: The Hero
in the Modern World,” in William Faulkner: Three Decades
of Criticism, ed. by Frederick J. Hoffman and Olga W. Vickery
(¥ew York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1963), pp. 269-70,




old Doc lines said Negro. Joe himself first begins to
wonder if lie has Llack blood as a five~year=-old e¢hild
in a vhite Hemphis orphanage., At Doc iines' subtle urging
the other children taunt Joe with criee of “nigger, nigger.*
After that he keeps apart from the other children, standing
quiet and alone, suddenly cut off from a group he had not
thought about not belonging to.l

When the child finds himself cut off from one gyroup,
he turng to the opposite group, feollowing the Xegro grounds-
keeper around tiie yardé as he worked.

‘Hlow come you are a nigger?*' and the nigger said,

''tho told you I am a nigger, you little white

trash bastard?' and he says, 'I aint a nigger,'

and the nigger says, ‘'You 2re worse than that,

You dont know what you are. And more than that,

you wont never know...dont nobody but God know

what you is.'?
The harehest word for Joe in the black man's “"white trash
bastard®” nust have been “"white.® That label was the mark
of his rejection by the second group that he had tacitly
sought acceptance in. The Negro also raises the spectre
that haunts Joe for the rest of his life--only God knows
vhat he is, where he belongs. And for Joce Christmas, God
wasn't talking.

After Joe left the orphanage with his adoptive
father lMcGachern the black or white problem faded into the

background for a time. 5But it rose to the surface again

lyvilliam Feulkner, Light in August (New York: The
¥odern Library, 1932), pp. 328-35,

21bid., p. 336.



at the sudden, vioclant end of his affair with the waitress-
prostitute Bobbie Allen. He had told her once "*']l think I
got some nigger blood in me. I dont knowe I believe I
have, '* iier only reply then wza “‘'‘Yocu're lying. I dent
believe it.*'“l

A8 long as things were geing smoothly for them,
Bobbie thouiyht no more about Bis confession. 1In a moment
of crisis, howevear, and in order to save Rher own skin, she
screamed out curses at the "anigger" whose fight with
sefachern would cause her trouble with the law, *Suddenly
conscious of her white blood, Bobbie had no compunctiona
ebout abandoning a *‘nigger' whom she had mistaken for a
wvhite man nor abeut watching that ‘nigger*’ beaten senselese
by her friends. "2

This violent denial of Joe's white blood marks the
beginning of fifteen years of the same kind of scene. lle
slest with nameless, faceless white prostitutes, paying
then when he had the nconey, telling them he was 2 Hegro and
being cursed by the madame or deaten by other patrons when
he did not. The curses and blows at least gave hin identity:
he was black, tiey were white. Then in the North his con-
fession no longer worked. 7Thie time he delivered the blowa-~e
against a white woman who had irn effect denied iz black

bloed. For a period after this he fought with any Negro

"1?au1kner, Light 1in 2ugquat, p. 147.

2c1ga . Vickery, The Novels of William Faulkner
(Louisiana: Louisiana State University Preas, 1959), p. 71.




who called him white, he shunned white people, he lived
with *“a woman who resembled an cbohy carving,® always
trying now "to expel from himself the white blecod and the
white thinking and beinq."l

The whole fifteen years of running, from one town
to another, South to ¥orth to South again, was a kind of
search that cone critic characteriaes as a "flight toward
himself, whiei: he cannot reach, and away from hatred of
himself, whici he cennot escape.”?

At the end of fiftesn years of flight Joe bogins
another relationshiy with a woman which DLrings the black
or white dilemma even more sharply into focus for him.
Joanna Burden, the white woman who becomes his mistress,
treats him as if uls own personality were of no account,
In her sexual transports she calls him not by his narne but
merely *“Negro,"3

After so many difficult years of trying to decide
whether he is white or Xeyro, Joanna's facile label nakes
subconscious ripples. "He began to be afraid. He could
not have said of what, But he began to see himself as
from a distance, like a man being sucked down inio a

bottomless corass."?

lpaulkner, Light in August, pp. 196-87.

2;1fred Kagin, “The Stillness of Light in August,”
in William Faulkner: Three Decades, . 252,

31bia,

draulkner, Light in August, p. 227.



Then suddenly he knew what he was afraid of. In
her plans for his future Joanna was asking him to do what
he had tried but could not do: §Ldentify himself definitely
as a Negro.l ~‘'But a nigger college, a nigger lawyer,' his
voice said, 'Tell them,' she said. 'Tell niggers that I
am a nigger too?'"2 The years of running, of trying to
choose, had bought him no absolution. The black-white
either-or was still demanded of him and atill he had no
answer,

To further conplicate Christmas' problem of self-
identity, another either-or question which he could not
angwer was demanded of him. #is Calvinist adoptive father
Mctachern tried to force him to declare himself of the elect,
absolutely not of the damned.3 Joe's constant refusals to
espouse McBachern's rigid Calvinisa were not so much an
adolescent defiance of parental authority az his déonial of
an identity-«saved--~that an outside force sought to impose
on him,

The night McZachern catcheg Joe and Bobbie at the
dance Joe does declare himself absolutely of one group--the
damned, After crashing a chair over Mciachern's head Joe

flees, thinking ke has at last reached some kind of truth

lgdmond L. Volpoe, A Header's Guide to william Faulkner

(liew York: ~Farrar, Straus and Girous, 1964), p. 171.

zPaulkner, Light in August, . 242.

3walter Brylowski, Paulkner's Clympian Laugh (Detriot:
Wayne State University rress, 1968), pp. l04=5,




about himself, !je rode from the scene

seeCXulting perhans at that noment as Faustus
had, of having put behind now at once and for
all the shalt Not, of being free at last of
honor and law. In the motion the sweet 3harp
sweat of the horse blew, sulphuric; the invis~
ible wind flew past. He cried aloud,"I have
done it (killed #ctachern]i! I have done it! I
told them I would.%l

Zven if his soul belonga to the devil, at least it
does belong, 18 & part of something, he thinks., But fifteen
vyears later another Calvinist tries to make him declare
himself saves. Joanna Burden, his finally reformed mistress,
derands ,"'¥ne¢el with me....You wont even need to speak to
Him yourself. Just kneel....'"2 And so the seesaw starts
again~-saved, damned. Joanna will not allow him to keep
the identity he thought he had bought with the crashing chair.

Lven his very nare conspires to rob Joe Christmaes of
any kind of identity. &#is “christeaing" was more parlor
game than formel conferring of the word with which a person
will merk his identity. ¥hen the infant was discovered on
the doorstep on Christmas Eve the orphanage staff, happy
with eggnog and whisky, decided

'*%e'1ll name him Christmas...what Christmas.

Christnas what....lLook what Santa Claus

brought us and left on the doorstep, Uncle

Pocl...01ld Doc Hines said, ‘His narme is

Joseph....sAnd then they laughed again, holiering,

'It ia so in the Booki Christmas, the son of

Joe. Jue,_ the son of Joe...to Joe Christmas,'
they said.3

lFaulkner, Light in 3lugust, p. 180,

2ibid., p. 245.

3:bid., p. 337.



The nane "Christmas” alsc underlines the alienation
from society Joe felt all his life, Christ, hecause of his
heavenly fatirer, wan apart, different from the rest of
mankind, even though he lived a»ong men. Joe, because of
the uncertain blood of his father, was separated from the
rast of society. Then too there was only one Christ; it
was as though Dby mockingly being given the name that could
belong only tc one "man," society was deaying Joe's very
existence.

Still the name was a word to wrap himself in and even
as a child any shred of self-.identity was pregious. «hen
McRachern left the orphanage with him he saiq,

“I will change that nate ,...From now on his

naze will be ¥#ciachern...."The child was not

listening., iie was not hothered. He did not

especially care, any wore than 1f the rman had

said the day was hot when it was not hot. le

didn't even bother to say to himself My nace
aint lcilachern. My name ie Christmas.

"'iflis name is Christmas.' 'Is he a foreigner?!®
'Did you ever hear of a white man named Christmas?' °'I
never heard of nobody a-tall named it.'" *“roreigner" at
best, "nobody a-tall" at worst is what Joe Christmas 1is
all his life. Faulkner repeatedly emphasises Jo¢'s aliena~
tion, both as adult and child. He is always somehow different
from everyone else or strangely out of place in his envir-
onment., Ke 1s "definitely rootless,...as though no square

of earth was his hoae,” he wears city clothes to the nill,

lraulxner, Light in Auqust, p»o. 126227,




the expression on his "contemptuously still“ face baffles
and outrages the mill workers.l
Kature finds him as nmuch a "foreignar” as man does.
Hot one etar that had wneeled over his head for thirty vyesars
"had any nawme to hiwm or meant anything at all by shape or
brightness or position.? Hiding for a week after Joanna's
surder in the woods of “"his native earth,” he remained a
“foreigner tc the very immutable laws which earth must cbey,*2
The firat view the reader has of Jce Chrietmas as
a ciiild puts hin in the “nobody a-tall" category alamocst.
fle is8 & small, silent five-year-old child, likened to the
ubiquitous sparrow that one Ceases to notice when he is
with the other ciilcdren, and to a shadew wihen he is alone.
Fer alwost a ysar he had been slirping unnoticed, "guiet as
a siadow," into tne dietitian's room for a surreptitious
feast of pep.ermint toothpaste. ie is "still silent as a
shadow on his bare feet" when he hiides behind tane curtain

to escape the woman and her lover.3

The very fact that the
child had been undetected for soc long re-~enforceos the image
0f his "non-being."“

Child and adult, Joe Chriatmas tries to "be some-~
body" by fitting hiweclf into a group--black or white,

saved or daaned--but he does not succeed in defining himself

1Fau1kner, Light in sugust, pe. 27-29,

21bid., pp. 92;295.

31bid., pr. 1045,



in these terms. “lie didn't know what he was....ilia only
salvation in order to live with hinself was to repudiate
makkind, to live outside the human racs."i and for fifteen
lonely years tiat is just wi:;at Joe Christmas forced himself
to do.

Unlike Christmas, Galil liightower, a xan equal.y
outside tne human race, was content to be where he was.
Bvery time liife de..anded a choice of him, not black or
white or saved or dauned, but past or present, he chose--
eagerly and without hesitation--the past. <Christmas wanted
to know who he was, and &0 find peace by reszolving his
dilemma; ilightower wanted only the peace that comes with
oblivion.

A8 a child, iightower resecubled Christmas in that
phaator, shadow-like quality that set him apart from others.
He was an only cihild, £rail, often ill, isolated from others
his own age. The only childhood companions ever mentioned
are his father, fifty years old when Gail wzas bern, his
mother, who was an invalid for almost tweanty years, and
an old xegro maid who tarived on stories of tiie past,

Gail felt uimself separated even frow these few
contects with the present, with reality. His invalid mother
was merely a figure that lay &1l upstairs in bed; he looked

upon his father as foreign to hiumself, almost an intruder.?

lprederick L. Gwynan and Joseph i.. Blotner, eds.,
Faulkner in the University (New York: Vintage Books, 1965},
p. 118,

2yilliam Van C'Comnor, rhe Tangled Fire of wWilldiam
Faulkner {(Xew York: Gordian rress, Inc., 1568), p. .




iC

The only person in his lixited world who brought him any
happiness at all, made any contact with him, was the old
Negro servant whLo wove the magic tales of the heroic grand-
father fcr lLiim.

Alrekdy at 2ignt years of age Gail Rightower was
looking back, choosing tbe past, rather than the present.
fie listened to the¢ 0ld vowman's tale cf daredevil Confeder-
ate bravade agein and again, €£inding the adventure and
exciterent in the past that Lis real world lacked. “‘'Tell
again abcut CGrandpa. !low rany Yankecs aid te *il1ll1?*' 2And
when he listened now it was withocut terror. It was nct even
triumph; it was pride."l

The only real contact he makes with his fathex
occuxs in a oense in the past toco. The gruff giant that
is too foruidable to approecin face to face can be reached
in his private world in the attic. te ¢could steal into
"the attic and open the trunk and take out the coat and
touch the blue patch,..and wender Af his father had killed
the man froa whose blue coat the patch carce..." His
wother is there in the attic too, as & 'real" perscn for
the cuila. ‘Vhen he opzned the truak "he was almost over~
powered by ithe evocation of his dead mother's nands which
lingered aong the folds of the coat,"?2

Later ia his life Gall l!ligatower turned te the

lraulkner, Light in August, pp. 409-12.
21big,
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sexinary to f£ind the "“peace" that would shiut out the reality
he had scarcely expecrienced as a child and let him go on
living 4n the past, Tach tiwe he has an unpleasant brush
with reality he retreats further and further into his
grandfathcr's legend. He fails in love with a minister's
daughter, then suddéenly discevers love is not as grand and
beautiful as e had believed,

‘Sc this is love., I see., T was wrong about it

too,' tiinking as lie had thought before and would

think again &8 every other man hed thought: how

false the wost profound pook turns out to be when

applicd to life.l

The politics of the seminary is another jolt cf
regelity that sends him further into the safety of the past.
fie had innocently believed that the head of the seminary
vwould send him to Jefferson if he only explained why he
wanted to go there, thet Liis grandfather had died there
during a foolhardy-gallant raid on a chicken coop and he
nceded to spend his life in the place the granidfather had
loat his., But merely saying he wanted to go to Jafferson
would not work; the woman “outlined to hiw & campaign of
abagszoent and plotting” that would gain tie desired call,
“iYes, I see. I see now, That's how ti:ey do such, gain such,
That's the rule. I 83e now,'"? Reality was an even more
frightening place for him with that revelation., Safety

was with his grandfather in the past ané to thet haven he

lrauliner, Light in sugust, p. <21.

21bid., pr. 421-22,



12

retreated when he arrived in Jefferson,

Suring most of hip years in Jefferson iightower
wal completely out of ccntact with the real werld of the
present. !is wife was no longer & real pergon to him; she
had been useful in helping him get to Jefferson, and now
she was no longer needed. In her lonelineegs and hurt she
turned to other men and f£inally met her death in a Veiphis
hotel, regietered with a man under 2 fictitlous nare.

This blow ¢of reality had little effect on Hightower
in his dream woirld. TIle still looked ont over, past, his
shocked and scandalized congregatior and preached ihe sermons
that had more galloping hooves and rebel yells than theology
in them. ¥hen his parishoners Jdemanded his resignation,
he refuged. Ko invited and welcomed their porsecuticn and
forced them to boycott his wild, mad ser:on:: so he would ke
even further isclated from their real world, His final
Sunday as teir mirister was a secret moment of triumph for
tim~-~oniec photographer caucht the "mad expression of satanic
¢lee” that he thought hidden by the book lield before his
face.l

Hightower gcught and welco:xed his isolation from
the rest of the community aa well as fyrom i:ls wife ani
parishioners. Ne 7id no leave Jefyerson, as he wes expected
to do. He used the travel money he had been Jiven to buy a

small house and hire a YNegro woman, "a higlhi brown," to cook

1Volpe, A Qeader's Guide, pp. 15738,
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and clean for him., ~igoted whites immediately made trouble
for him, but he refused to fire her, When the community
frightened her into quitting, lHightower hired a Iegro man

to take her place. Two cdays later Hightower was found tied
to a tree outside of town, beaten unconscious by the RKu Klux
¥lan.,? Hightower must have secretly rejoiced at the beating
just as he had at his dismissal from the c¢hurch, The world
had done everything it could to him: all that was left was
toc leave him alone, exactly what he wanted. fHis isolation
vas complete.

Faulkner uses iightower's preferencesg in poetry and
music to give additional emphasis to his imolation from man-
kind, Hightower likens rsading Tennyson to "listening in a
cathedral to a eunuch chanting in a language he does not
even need to not understand.® The music he hears coming
from the church on summar evenings has "a guality stern angd
implacable, delikerate and without passion so much as immo-
lation, pleading, asking, for not love, not life, forbidding
it to others, dezanding in sonorous tones death as though
death were the boone.,."¢

But neither Hightower nor Christmas stays isolated
forever, Contact with the rest of society begins for Joe
Christmas with his brutal murder of Joanna Burden, He runs

again after the murder, a parallel to the fifteen years of

lraulkner, Light in Auqust, pp. 61-62.
ZIbid. ' pp- 321-22-



14

£utile running aftexr seli-identity, but this running is
destined tc end differently.

Aafter Joanna's wurder, Christaas ap ears one night
in a country Negro church and "utters uis final violent
reprudiation of the concepts-~religion and race--"that have
denied him a place in society.1 But Joe Christmas is still
trying to £ind his place amony men. In his terrille need
to lelong somewhere, anywhere, he pushes nis unanswerable
guestione to th:@ back of iis zind and determines to play
the role southern wirtite soclety expects of him.

His “firiend" Sxown and Doc Hines have convinced
Jefferson that Joe is & "nigger wmurdeszer," sc that is what
he will we, One of ti:e first things he dcee in flecing
trhe white posse is 1o exchange shoes with a kKegro., This
stratagem coniuses the pursuing bloodheunds, but it also
syrbolizes Jee's "putting oin Negxohool."

e paused there only long enough to lace up the

brogans: the ixlack aloes, the shoes suselling of

Hegroe......ooking dowvn at tihe harsh, erude, c’unsy

shaselesseness of tnem, he said “Hah" through his

teeth. It secmed to 1im thaet he could see himself
being hunte: by white men at last into the bhlack
obyss wiieh had been walting, trying for thirty
vyears to drown him &nd into which now and at last
ne had sctually enterad?, bearing now upon his
anikles the def%nite and ineradicadble gage of itse
upward moving,

Faving accepted the role of ¥egro, even thoucl he

still does not know, never can know, if that is what he

lyolne, 2 Read-r's Guide, -, 172,

2raulkner, Light in August, . 289,
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really is, Joe turns back toward white society to act out

his part, regardless of the conseguences. Iie gces to the

scene of his capture on a wagon driven by a Negrc youth,
veeWith planted on the dashboard refore him the
shoes, the black shoes smelling of Negro: that
mark on his ankles the gage definite and ineradi-
cable of the black tide creeping up his legs,
moving from his feet upward as death moves.

The shoes "planted before hiz® are almoet a prompt-
ing device to rexind him what role he must play. Wandering
around the streets of the town he somaetimes forgets that he
has become a “"nigger murderer.* *“'He never acted like
either & nigger or a white man, That was what made the
folks so mad,‘"explains & baffled spectator. Then Joe
renenbers what he “is,”

*Aind so Halliday {(he wae excited, thinkiny about

that thousand dollars |reward for Joc's capturel|,

and he had already hit e nigger a couple of times
in the face, and the nigger acting like a nigger
for the first time and taking it, not saying any-
thing: 3just bhleeding sullen and quiet....)"2

The condition of being a legro is not &ll Joe nmust
accept in his return to humanity. He must cone to terms
with "the limitations oif one of tiie mont human and communal
inventions: time,"3 warly one morning during his last week
of f1ight he had waited near a farmhouse until the men left
for the field. iiis intention had been to harshly demand

food of the lone woman, but suddenly "the name of the day

lraulkner, Light in august, p. 273,

21bid., pp. 3066-7.

3Longley, "“Joe Christmas," p. 272,
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of the weck seemed nore important than the food....lie heard
his mouth saying quietly: ‘*Can you tell me what day this
is? I just want to know what day this ist...He said, 'Thank
you,' quietly as the door banged.®l
His next step in his return to humanity “involves
a basic human need and sovclal rituval."? On several occasions
he had violently rejected food, smaghinyg the offered dighes
against the wall or flinging out a curt refusal, ¥ow in a
dare he secks out food and asks for 1t.
ile was sitting at a table,...Thon there was foed
kEefore him, appearing suddenly between loag, lisber
klack hands fleelne too in the act of setting down
the dishes. It seamed to him that he could heax
without hearing them walls of terror and distresas...
with the sound of chrewlng and swallowing. 'It was
a cabin that tiwe,* he thought. '%nd they ware
afroid. ¢f their Lrether afraid.!
The "love fsast"™ scene with his “brothers" ovear,
Joe reaches out to touch again those whow he wishes to call
*brother”-~2ll wen, not Juat the »lack brethers he had
sihrared a weal with. Pursued by Srimm e runs o Hightower's
house, toward some kin:? of contact, altiicugh no cne can
ever know exactly what Chriastmas hoped for from the defrocked
minigstex. Trapred by Grimm in Hightower's house, Joe nakos

his final gesture of human reconciliation.?* 1Instead of

kiliing Grimm, which he could have easily done, Joe c.ouched

lraulkner, Light in August, pp. 306-7,
2L.ongley, "Joe Christonas,” ppn. 272-73.
3raulkner, Light in August, p. 293.

4Longley, *Joe Christumas," p. 273.
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behind the overturned kitchern table and waited for his
last centaet with mankindeea horrible, brutal death.

Even though he must have known ccntact would be
fatal to himzelf, Joe had actively sought that conteact.
¥ightower, however, drags his feet when 2yron Bunch tries
to make him re~enter the human race. tile first becomes uneasy
and evasive when Byron tells him about helring Lena Grove,
fearing that Byron's involvement will somehow &pill over ontc
him, *'7 still cannot see what vou have to worry about....
It is not your fault....You 4id whkat you could. 2All any
atranger could Lo expected to ddo.'"1

lits uneasiness increases as Byron tells abocut the
“nigger murderer." The present is closing in on him, taking
away the safety of the past. illghtower begins to mweat,
afraid of what will happern. Then it comes. Hyron asks
him to help by giving Joe an alibl for the night of the
murdar,

"Qh,v Higihtower says, in his shrill, high voice,

Though he has not moved, tuough the knuckles of

the hands which grip the chairarm are taut and

white, there begins to emerge frox beneath his

clothing a slow znd repressed quivering...."It's

not because I cant, dont Qare to,...it's hecause

I wont! I wonti"2

But Lyron givas Hightower no chance to say "I wont”
when he askgs him to deliver l.ena‘'s baby. This figurative

and literal contact with life has a narked effect on Hightower,

After successfully delivering the c¢hild he stands amazed

lpaulkner, Light in august, p. 71,

21bid., pp. 34C-42,



18

at his own acecomplishment, Suddenly life scems not #o
terrible as he had thought: things that he had not wanted

to 4o before give hir nleasure now, "'1I ought to feel) worse
than I do' he thinks. But he has to admit that he Aces not.
There goes tirough him a glew, a wave, a surge of something
almost hot, almost triumphant.” The surge of triumph moves
him away from his ordinary routine, pushing him into a new,
though temporary, life style. *He moves like & man with a
purpose now, who for twentv-five years has been doing nothing
at all,...Neither is the boock which he chooses now the
Tennyson: this tine he also chooses food for a man...Benry ;!:1

That evening Hightower is still in contact with the
present, and even, for once, is thinking of the future,

*That child 7 delivered, I have no namesake. But 1 have
known them before this to be namecd by a grateful mother for
the doctor who officiated.”?

In tne after-glow of his triumphant contact with
life, Hightower's earlier vehement "I wont"” to Lyron becomes
a tacit "I will try." In his scene with Christmas and Sriamm,
he shows himsclf, "despite his many weaknesses," to bhe
ncapable of nokility of motive and action.”d Even after
being struck down by Christmas and in the face of the
“shameless savageness" of the pursuers, [ightower tries to

tell the lie that will prevent a brutal killing. “‘*Heni’

lraulkner, Light inm sugust, p, 325.
2ibid., p. 356.

3O'Ccnucr, Tangled fire, p. 810,
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he ¢ried. 'Listen to wme. !'e was here that night. He
vaa with me the night of the murder. 1 swear to God-~{'%l

But the brutal killing of Joe Christmas cannot be
stopped; it is the climax of the ritual that makes it
possible for Christrias to find a place in socizty, first
a®s ¥Yegro, then scapegoat, and finally as man. The physical
movemont of the ritual bajyins when Jos realizes that the
years of running on his lonely road away from society have
taken him nowhere, were all purposeless, futile movenment:

It had been a paved street, where going should

be fast., It had made & gircle and he is still

ingide of it, Though during the last seven days

he has had no paved astreet, yvet hie has travelled

farther than in all the thirty years before. And

yet he is still inside the circlec.?

By accepting the label *nigger murderer® Joe stopa
trying to run away from trne past that would never let him
know whether he was l:lack or white, saved or damned. ile
now moved inside the “circle" of sgociety, interacting with
the other wembera of the ¢group. “YDanned HNegroes" are to be
hunted and slain by the "elect white" in this society,

Joe Ciristmas obediently sets out to be huntad and slain,
in accordance with a ritual pattern.

The wild, strangely emotionless chase scene hetween
Percy Grimm and Christmas takes on the aspect of a purpose-

ful rituval nmovement, Christnas had allowed himself to be

captured in the first place, knowing what his fate would

lraulkner, Light in Zugust, pp. 405-6.
21bid., ». 256.
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be as a Xegro killer of a white woman. Then suddenly,
*in the midst of a throng of veople tiick as on Fair Day,"”
Joe breaks away from the sheriff to begin his part of the
rerformance for the waiting audience. Grimm iluncediately
pulls away from the other pursuers and the two men becone
partners in a wild ritualistic pursuit-~dance, "Wheeled on,"
*swept,® "soringing to earth," "stopyped in the act of crouch-
ing from the leap,* *"whirled and turned and sprang back,*
"plunge downward," "leap up,” all describe their '"dance”
movements.l

buring the course of the pursuit-dance Grimm becomes
more than just another bigoted young white man out to kill
a "nigger." Cne would expect him to be described in terms
of "full of hate" or "revenge seaking.®" But Grimm is por-
trayed as having transcended human emotione~="Faulkner insists
on the righteouaness of Grimm," even elevating him to the
status of an ordained ritual official.? #hen he speaks,
liis volce is "like that of a youny priest," "there was
nothing vengeftl about him either, ro fury, no outrage,”
*his face had that serzne, uneurthly luminhcusness of anyels
in church windows.*3

The change in Percy Crimm £froi an ordinary man to
something more thran that is paralleled by a similar c¢change

in Christmas. Grimm has become the priest ard Christmas

lpaulkner, Light ir August, pp. 401-5,

26‘Connor, Tangled Fire, p. 82,

3?aulknar, Light in August, pp. 404-6,
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has become "a ritual polliution in the community® which the
prieat must exorcise.l

The entire white commnunity‘'s reaction to Joe is
very similar to various szcapegecat rituals vpracticed by the
Ancient Greeksz., In some communitiee the traditicnal choice
for the victinm wes usualiy a person who would have been
put to @&ty for one reacon or another any'way. Scapesgoats
in 211 communities were thne object of curses, blows, and
inhumaaly cruel treatment, in the hope that &all! the *bad®w~
dimease, famine, etc.-~would be transferred from the com-
aunity to the victim, “any victims were also cut off fron
their communities for 2 time before their deaths to make
suro they alofig would bear the "bad" and not contaminate
anyone clse. 1Intertwined with the idea of a huran as scape-
goat was the bellef in many areas, similar to the Christian
bellef, that the victim was also god—like.2

In Chrisinas® final scene raulkner emphasizes Joe's
sod-like status. When Grimm, now become a “priest,” sces
the "god*" he is to slay in the ritual, Joe has *his hands
close together,” and tley "glint once like the flash of a
heliograph,* evoking the image of a pagan (or Christian)
god making a last supplication to a heavenly deity. ‘The

image becones even gtronger when Faulkner describes Christmas

lLonqley, “Joe Christmas," p., 268.

2Janes George Frazer, ihe Golden Bough {12 vol.;
liow York: The iaciillan Company, 1955), VI, 227-34.
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as “"running up the hall, his rzised and manacled hands full
of glare and gllitter like lightning bLeclts s8¢0 thsat he resembles
a vengeful aad Jurious god pronouncing & Qoon.,® The "bright
end glittering” hands are described agaln, this tise “resting
upen the upper adye of the table,” 2voking a scene in which
the saeacriiicial god is placed on the altar Lsfore his slaying.l
At this point Jdoe Christaas has found only a neasure
of celf-identity., Ye has progressed from the rele of "nigyer
murderer Lo that of scapeyg ateged, [1iz actual execution
onplotes 1is ideniity and makes him simply--man.

o0 .W 3 tuey saw wihat Grira was dolng one of the
nen gave a choked cxy and sturblad Lack into the
wail and Legan Lo vouilks Tuen Grinn oo spranyg
back, flinging tehingd him the Hloedy buteher
Xpife. M"low youtlll il@uve wulte wokan alone, even
in hell,* he said. DBut the man on the floor hae
aot xoved. i@ just Lay ithere, with his eyes cpen
and empty of everytiing save conqczounuesﬁ, and
will: sonethiay, a o adow, abeut ie mouti.. L'ux

a lowy moment he locked up at thom with peacoeful
and wuniathsacihHrie aud udlb.aai«eihie eyes. Jhabh Lig
face, boily, e¢ll, sconed to collapze, to fall in
woen Rincolf, and from oul Lid Si4islizd Jarnmanis
about nis hips and loins the pent slachk blood
gseorned to dusk ovt of iz pale body like was rush
of apariia from a rising rocket: upon that black
Iplast tee men SseRed U Tize sowring iuto their
maueries forgver and over.

Christmas finally has transeended “his sufferings gua Legro
Lgnd scapagoai} to emeryge aot as ¥egroe but as 2en--man leoyond

cowrlexion ama ethule Cvueiueration.“3

lrauvlkner, Light in august, po. 404=~6,
ﬂ
“in‘“;‘ })i" 4‘« -7

Spobert renn barven, “Faulkner: The South, the YNegro,
and Tine," in Fuulkper: Zwenticoth Centusy Jiews, od. by
Achort renn harzan {¥nglewocd Cliffs, liew Jersey: frentice~
I‘{all' Inc., le 4 ? pa ?‘;3'
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Joe's humanity has at last heen recognized apsolutely,
both by himself and his fellows. The blood, symbol of his
and all men's suffering, indelibly prints hias face, peaceful
at last because he has learned once and for all what *I am”
means, on men'a memories and they will never

ee.lose it, in whatever pesceful valleys, beside

whatever placid and reassuring streams of old age,

in the mirxroring faces o€ whatever cihiildzen they
will contemplate old disasters and newer hopes,

It will be there, musing, quiaet, steadfast, not

fading and not particularly threatful, but of

itself alone sarene, of itself alone triumphant.l

At the same time Joe Christmas was achieving self-
1dentity and “soaring forever into the memory of mankind,™
Gail Hightower was retreating from self-identity, sinking
into his dream world of the paet, Structurally Paulkner
makes iiightower's scene of self-confrontation almost ident-
ical to that of Christwas. The image of motion and running
that symbolized Joe's life-~long search for self-identity
is paralleled by the image of Hightower as a vehicle, woving
through the roads of his memory. He sees the truth about
himself in soite things--his hiding in the seninary, his
responsibility for his wife's shame and death,

Then *“thinking begins to slow, It slows like a
wheel beginning to run in sand, tiie axle, the vehicle, the
power which propels it not yet aware.” Le still faces the

truth about himself, but "sweat begins to pour from him,

epringing out like blcod.® Motion continues; he knows

lpaulkner, Light in August, p. 467,
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“eeethat for £ifty years I have not even been clay. I
have been & single instant of darkness in which a horse
galloped and a gun Grashed."l

Then, unlike Christwmazs wlio bears the utmost agony
with an expreesion of peace, lilghtower can stand no more
of the suffexring truth brings. !ovement toward self-
identity stops for him; “the wieel, relecased,..freed now
of burden, vehicle, axle, all" spins idly in the sands of
oblivion,

The next sensation Hightower expericnces in his
"death" scehe resembles the rushing, rising blocd of Joe

Christmas.

Then it seens to him that some ultimate damaed
flood within him breaks and rushes away. !le
soems to wateh 1t, feeling Lhimself losing contact
with earth, lighter and li %:ter, emptying and
floating.2

“*I am dying,' he thinks.” aAnd he is right., Gail
liightower does die, but not the kind of physical death Joe
Christinas suffered., The moment was right for him to choose,
for the first time in his existence, the present instead of
the past. But he cannot, will not, do i¢t.

They rush past, forwardleaning in the saddlas, with

brandished arms, beneath whipping rihbbons from

slanted and e¢ager lances; with tumult and sound-

less yelling they sweep past like a tide.3

The last view we have of Gall Hightower is of him leaning

lraulkner, Light in August, pp. 430.
21p4d., p. 431.
31bid., pp. 431-22,
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forward in the window, straining after the "Adying thunder
of hooves" that marks the phantom grandfather's wake.

iHiis choice of the past rather ti:an the rresent
offcers a further parallel to Joe Christaas' death scenc.
Literally Percy Grima emasculated Joe Christmas with the bloody
butcher knife; the vision of the grandfather's daring raid
“is a kxird of uadmess which has cmasculated and destroyed*
ilightower.l It was his total involvement with his wilad
dream that drove his lonely wife first into a shell and
finally to other mnen,

The lightrness of tie literally dead bLoly ef Christmas
and the figuratively dead one of iiightower is similar too.
But Joe “rose" powerfully in a never~to-be¢-forgotien rocket-
hurst, an apuropriate image for @ man who had triumphantly
lost his life to find it. However, ilightower fececls “his
body empty and lighter than a forgotten leaf and even more
trivial than flotsam lying spent and still.*2 The image
is fitting for a man wino only had a menmory, wWould never be
one,

Both Joe Christmas and Gail ilightower are men in
search of theumselves, Seither man fits into the world of
other men, one because he does not know who or what he is

in terms of black or white, saved or damned, the other

lialter 5. slatoff, Quest for reilure: A sStudy of
William Faulkner (Ithaca, ¥ew York: Cornell University Press,
'1"9"':6L0'T_, o. 193,

2raulkner, Light in 2August, p. 431.
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because he hides in the sterile glory of the past, Both

nen do come to some conclusion about who they are, Christmas
because he actively sought to know, iHightower hecause he

was pushed into the real world., In +ths end Christmas coes
nake contact with societyv, not in terns of black or white or
saved or damned, but simply as man, even thou~h he nust lose
his life to do so. Ulchteower is the one wo finally retreats,
physical life irenically intact, to thce death-in-life of

isoclation.
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