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form where effect becomes desire, cause becomes memory. As
Frye continues in his explanation of typology:

[In typology] causes are antitypes of their 
effects, that is, revelations of the real meaning 
of the existence of the effects. The backward 
movement reminds us of, and is not impossibly 
connected with, Plato's view of knowledge as 
anamnesis or recollection, the re-cognizing of the 
new as something identifiable with the old. (81)

While typology begins in the historical, it is liberated from
mere history by the act of interpretation— in other words it
awaits for completion in the creative act. Auerbach states,

In this way the individual earthly event is not 
regarded as a definitive self-sufficient reality, 
nor as a link in a chain of development in which 
single events or combinations of events perpetually 
give rise to new events, but viewed primarily in 
immediate vertical connection with a divine order 
which encompasses it, which on some future day will 
itself be concrete reality; so that the earthly 
event is a prophecy or figura of a part of a whole 
divine reality that will be enacted in the future. 
("Figura" 72)

In a figural interpretation the world recedes into the 
background, it becomes part of the umbra, a figura of an 
occult reality.

The Bible is one of the few metatexts capable of 
containing the diversity of experience of the Americas and it 
elevates that experience to the level of destiny. History 
becomes the vehicle for divine promise, infusing the everyday 
with significance and wonder. The Bible plants a seed in 
time with the promise that it will bear fruit, not in the 
present, but in the future. Like Yahweh's promise to 
Abraham, "I will indeed bless you, and I will make your 
offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven and as the sand
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that is on the seashore. And your offspring shall possess 
the gate of their enemies, and by your offspring shall all 
the nations of the earth gain blessings for themselves, 
because you have obeyed my voice" (Gen. 22:17-18). If the 
calling of America is patterned from the story of Abraham and 
Isaac, the promise of America emerges as something 
perennially deferred to the future. This promise is mirrored 
in the end of history in the transformation of time as 
described in the Apocalyptic expectation.

There has been considerable attention given to the theme 
of the Apocalyptic in American literature.8 When a society 
enters into a point of decision-~a time of crisis— the 
apocalyptic motif will, apparently, tend to surface. As Amos 
N. Wilder has noted, "Common to all true apocalyptic is a 
situation characterized by anomie, a loss of 'world,' or 
erosion of structures, psychic and cultural, with the 
consequent nakedness to Being or immediacy to the dynamics of 
existence" (440). At this point in history, Wilder 
continues, "meaning can come through only in enigmatic 
ciphers drawn from outside the immediate cultural heritage"

8The theme of the Apocalypse has been a consistent and 
long-standing one in American literature. Criticism spans an 
older more stable conception of the canon to a more recent 
inter-American version. See John R. May, Toward a New Earth: 
Apocalypse in the American Novel; Douglas Robinson, American 
Apocalypses: The Image of the End of the World in American 
Literature; The Apocalyptic Vision in America: Inter
disciplinary Essays on Myth and Culture, Ed. Lois Parkinson 
Zamora; Lois Parkinson Zamora, Writing the Apocalypse: 
Historical Vision in Contemporary U.S.and Latin American 
Fiction.
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(444). Apocalyptic in this sense implies less a sense of 
doom, than the expectation that a revelation will drop 
through the fissures of history.

The adjective apocalyptic is derived from the general 
term apokalypsis meaning to disclose or uncover (Zamora, 
Introduction 2). The apocalyptic point of view despairs of 
the possibility of the creation of a just political order, 
and uncovers a new order and saves history by destroying it. 
H. H. Rowley in The Relevance of Apocalyptic declares, "The 
prophets foretold the future that should arise out of the 
present, while the apocalyptists foretold the future that 
should break into the present" (38). This perspective, shown 
in poetry in the works of Blake and Yeats, now has elemented 
itself in the novel, and symbolizes the saving act for 
history which occurs, seemingly without cause, from the 
distant future.

The apocalyptic vision is one of finality, of
consummation— and of the destruction of time and history. As
Lois Parkinson Zamora has noted:

The apocalypist describes the broad strokes of 
history by which human beings are moved. Novelists 
who employ the images and narrative perspectives of 
apocalypse are likely, therefore, to focus less on 
the psychological interaction of their characters 
than on the complex psychological and/or cosmic 
forces in whose cross-currents those characters are 
caught. Their awareness of the historical forces 
conditioning and constraining individual existence 
suggests a dissenting perspective: Novelists who 
use apocalyptic elements, like the biblical 
apocalyptists, are often critical of present 
political, social, spiritual practices, and their 
fiction entertains the means to oppose and overcome 
them. They are also concerned to create



comprehensive fictions of historical order, 
universal dramas that moralize judgments of 
isolated events and individual behavior. And they 
will often address, in their own narrative 
structures, the means by which to narrate history, 
a question as essential to apocalypse as the nature 
of history itself. (Writing 3-4)

The apocalyptic sheds a light on history that reveals in all
our achievements new and unfamiliar patterns.

An apocalyptic intervention, then, is an intervention 
which occurs, not from the past, but apparently from the 
future; not from the earth, but from the sky, and speaks to a 
realm beyond history and causality to which humanity has
access through the image of poiesis.



V. Faulkner and the Novel in Go Down, Moses

i. Go Down, Moses and the Intersection of 
Novelistic Possibilities

Italo Calvino in Six Memos for the Next Millenium makes 
clear that we must hold fast to a number of possibilities in 
the post-industrial era if literature is to have a future. 
Among the qualities he enumerates are lightness, quickness, 
exactitude, visibility, and multiplicity. As we anticipate 
the future path of the novel, I suggest that "multiplicity," 
analogous to what Dante termed the "polysemous," is the trope 
that the novel will take in its structural form— a form that 
has been anticipated in sacred narrative. Calvino states 
that "[k]nowledge as multiplicity is the thread that binds 
together the major works both of what is called modernism and 
of what goes by the name postmodern" (Calvino 116). Novels 
that illustrate this multiplicity Calvino terms "hyper
novels"; he takes as an example Georges Perec's La vie mode 
d'emploi (Life: A User's Guide). Calvino views this novel as 
the last major installment in the history of the genre. He 
describes it thus:

There are many reasons for [its classification as a 
major novelistic event]: The plan of the book, of 
incredible scope but at the same time solidly 
finished; the novelty of its rendering; the 
compendium of a narrative tradition and the 
encyclopedic summa of things known that lend 
substance to a particular image of the world; the 
feeling of "today" that is made from accumulations 
of the past and the vertigo of the void; the 
continual presence of anguish and irony together—  
in a word, the manner in which the pursuit of a 
definite structural project and the imponderable 
element of poetry become one and the same thing. 
(Calvino 121)

150
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Calvino intimates the comprehensiveness of the epic in his 
"apologia for the novel," describing the novel as a vast net, 
a compendium capable of containing a multiplication of 
styles, modes of thought, and interpretative methods— what 
Levi-Strauss would term bricolage, or what Milan Kundera, 
citing Broch, calls "polyhistoricism." Polyhistoricism 
implies the power of incorporation that a novel has compared 
to other genres, a "tendency to embrace other genres, to 
absorb philosophical and scientific knowledge" (Kundera, Art 
64). In so doing, the novel fulfills its destiny, and 
becomes a "dictionary of a people's soul," as the Romantics 
had hoped.

All of these elements that Calvino and Kundera describe 
in the novel are anticipated by Faulkner in Go Down, Moses. 
Further, that the novel is able of reciting the story of the 
soul of a people, that it has a metaphysical dimension, was 
anticipated in Schlegel's and Novalis's aphorisms on the 
novel. In telling its story, the novel is able to bring to 
life the values a people share and esteem, to present 
questions for debate and decision, and to gather together the 
varied and often conflicting discourses and languages of a 
people as foreshadowed in Bakhtin's concepts of polyphony, 
heteroglossia and the significance of threshold dialogues. 
Wherever these elements occur, Bakhtin would hold, the 
content of the dialogue takes on an urgency as a range of 
contending voices unfolds the truth content of the narrative.
The novel, in short, to paraphrase Kundera once more, is the
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expression of a world that is not merely political, or moral, 
but "ontological" (Kundera, Art 14)— a record of "being." It 
rises to this conversation about being, not through an 
invocation of transcendental truths from above, however, but 
through the political and moral. But, at the same time, the 
novel sees these levels through different eyes than they— the 
moral and the political— see themselves.

In a sense, the novel progresses through the moral, 
political and ontological levels in a manner anticipated in 
Dante's four-fold method of interpretation which he outlines 
in his "Letter to Can Grande della Scala." In that letter 
Dante observes that a work can be read in more senses than 
one and these include the literal or historical level, the 
allegorical, the moral, and finally, the anagogical. If the 
novel in modernity focused on the historical (as seen through 
the theories of Lukacs), the novel in postmodernity has a 
tendency to reintroduce the anagogical. Dante takes a 
passage from the Psalms to explicate the movement from 
freedom to oppression: "When Israel came out of Egypt, and 
the House of Jacob from a people of strange speech, Judea 
became his sanctification, Israel his power" (Quoted in Adams 
122). This passage is strangely resonant of the movement of 
freedom in Go Down, Moses, on all of its levels. In the 
anagogical level, Dante asserts, is signified "the departure 
of the holy soul from the slavery of this corruption to the 
liberty of eternal glory" (Quoted in Adams 122). The 
anagogue is the most mystical of the four levels as it colors
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the movement of history from an eschatological perspective.
It is this level that Faulkner recovers in the novel as he 
perceives anew the movement of history in America through the 
eyes of Isaac McCaslin.

The way the novel draws upon the biblical form invokes 
exegesis as an analogue of interpretation, but the affinity 
with sacred narrative that Go Down, Moses possesses, already 
hinted at in its title, goes much deeper and is more 
complex.1 The Bible is, in part, what gives the work its 
"unity" and coherence. By means of a complex figuralism 
among the seven "books" that comprise the novel, one passage 
calls up another, each action is laced and interlaced with 
others, random incidents are paralleled, and each utterance 
is populated with the intentions of others.

To say, however, that the novel resembles the Bible is 
not to call up a moral or pietistic reading; if we are to 
take Brueggemann seriously, then the Bible offers a challenge 
to the world, to the ossified conventions of the novel, and 
to the petrified structures of power. In sublimating the 
actual to the apocryphal, Faulkner becomes a prophet of the

iMary Mumbach in "The Figural Action of Sacrifice in Go 
Down, Moses," has noted the biblical affinity in the novel: 
"The title of the work, the names of characters, the 
paralleling of incidents, the eschatological outlook: 
Faulkner's imagination was steeped, as he himself admitted, 
in that best of all stories" (247). Eleanor Cook's "Reading 
Typologically, For Example, Faulkner," sees the use of figura 
as an organizing principle of the novel as a whole. Joseph 
R. Urgo in Faulkner's Apocrypha: A Fable, Snopes, and the 
Spirit of Human Rebellion, sees Faulkner as articulating a 
counter-story in rebellion to sacred narrative.



154

possibilities in the novel and the incipient cultural forms 
that it articulates. As prophet, Faulkner criticizes America 
as he affirms its mission. The term, prophet, then, is more 
than a generalized invocation to "poetic" quality; the 
prophet, as biblical scholar Abraham J. Heschel reminds us, 
lends a disquieting presence on the serene landscape of 
history. He erupts, he castigates, operating as an agent for 
the fissures that break through conventional life. Heschel 
observes, further, that the prophet reorients presumptions 
about the world, and makes the human relation to time 
discontinuous.

This perhaps, in part, explains Faulkner's 
unconventional narrative strategies in his novels. In The 
Sound and the Fury, As I lay Dying, and Absalom, Absalom! as 
well as Go Down, Moses, Faulkner continuously displays, what 
Glissant calls America's "tortured sense of time" (Glissant 
144). Glissant continues, "[t]he irruption into modernity, 
the violent departure from tradition, from literary 
'continuity,' seems to me a specific feature of the American 
writer when he wishes to give meaning to the reality of his 
environment" (Glissant 146). Fragmentation in the novel, a 
stumbling block for many readers' understanding of Go Down, 
Moses, is less a point of style, than a manifestation of the 
way the soul experiences history and responds to time.2 The

2For an analysis of the use of time in the novel, and its 
similarity to and divergence from the mimetic model see 
Patricia Tobin in Time and the Novel: The Genealogical 
Imperative.
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literary response to history in the fragmented, non-mimetic
narrative is that it breaks with form in order to reassemble
it and to make sense of the American experience. Those who
have lived under colonialism, such as Glissant in Martinique,
having been dominated by an essentially mimetic structure,
experience history, the West's invented fantasy, as unreal.
Just as America's representation of itself has always tended
toward the "unreal," Glissant observes that

[a]11 mimesis presupposes that what is represented 
is the "only true reality." When it involves two 
realities of which one is destined to reproduce the 
other, inevitably those who are a part of the 
process see themselves living in a permanent state 
of the unreal. That is the case with us.
(Glissant 242)

The American experience, then, becomes doubly unreal: the 
unreality induced by mimesis, and the expansion of realism 
uncovered by the encounter with otherness.

Thus the seven books of Go Down, Moses, like seven seals 
that are successively opened, though disconnected in time and 
place, represent a unified and indigenous experience of 
America. This unity is premised first and foremost in its 
biblical form. But also through an Aristotelian poetics, a 
novel such as Go Down, Moses can assert itself as one action, 
one movement which through disconnection and dislocation 
collects and recounts the story of one people.

This subject intrinsically calls for a full treatment of 
all Faulkner's fiction, but it must begin with the work that 
presents many central themes. Go Down, Moses is Faulkner's 
most encompassing work; it is where he engages the myth of
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America most fully. Yet, many critics have failed to see the 
richness of Go Down, Moses. Criticism, at least early on, has 
been primarily concerned with two questions: the form of the 
work as a whole, and the nature of the main character, Isaac 
McCaslin.3

3Criticism of the novel has centered around two questions: 
The unity of the novel, and the efficacy of the main 
character, Ike McCaslin. Early criticism tended to see Go 
Down, Moses as a collection of short stories, and much of the 
criticism treats stories in isolation. Stanley Tick in "The 
Unity of Go Down Moses" argues for reading it as a novel but 
discards "Pantaloon in Black." A dissenting opinion on 
reading Go Down, Moses as a novel is Marvin Klotz's 
"Procrustian Revision in Faulkner's Go Down, Moses." Also 
John Limon "The Integration of Faulkner's Go Down, Moses," 
sees the novel as fundamentally unintegrated. James Early in 
The Making of Go Down, Moses and Joanne V. Creighton in 
William Faulkner's Craft of Revision: The Snopes Trilogy,
"The Unvanquished," and "Go Down, Moses" document revisions 
and eluciates shared themes. John T. Matthews in The Play of 
Faulkner's Language sees the novel unified by the 
articulation of a passing order: "The act of speaking grief 
which occupies all of the stories, constitutes one of the 
underlying features of the novel" (217). Kathleen Latimer in 
"Comedy as Order in Go Down, Moses" sees the novel's 
organizing principle in its genre: Comedy. "The action of a 
genre is the central movement which underlies all of its 
parts" (1). Clearly, the unity is something hidden, in the 
background-— "sub-terranean" to quote Edouard Glissant. With 
subsequent developments in the novel, the question of unity 
now seems largely moot. Emily Miller Budick sees the novel 
as a "new kind of testament" which witnesses to the 
haphazardness of human experience and history itself. Ike 
McCaslin still remains a site of controversy, however, and 
the preponderance of criticism, along with Faulkner himself 
as commentator, sees him as a "failure." There are two full- 
length treatments of Go Down, Moses: Warren Beck's Faulkner, 
and Dirk Kuyk's Threads Cable-Strong. Among recent criticism 
the most notable is Philip Weinstein's Faulkner's Subject: A 
Cosmos No One Owns. Weinstein's analysis, while different in 
approach from my own, complements some of my own emphases and 
offers considerable insight into the nature of the "minor" 
characters in the novel. Weinstein's study marks a shift in 
Faulkner criticism in that its focus is the representation of 
race and gender as seen through current theory.
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ii. Movements and Currents in Go Down, Moses

Go Down, Moses traces the reluctant "movement-of-spirit" 
of a people from bondage to freedom. "Reluctant" insofar as 
the primary catalysts for the epic action— Isaac McCaslin and 
Mollie Beauchamp— like Moses, are unlikely and resistant epic 
heroes. "Bondage" in that the novel traces the reality and 
residues of a slave system, an enslavement, "not the mark of 
servitude but of bondage" (GDM 167), not only of a people but 
of a memory and a future. "Freedom" in that a bond is 
loosened and a new covenant is formed in the action, 
initiated by Isaac McCaslin in the commissary, and then 
seconded by Mollie Beauchamp in the last story, "Go Down,
Moses" in her insistence on communal observance of the death 
of Samuel Beauchamp and the preservation of the action in the 
memory of the community. Freedom in the novel is defined as 
a service to a sacred pattern of action, initiated by miracle 
and preserved through memory, and is contrasted to a profane 
realm of bondage, engendered by "fact" and perpetuated by 
history. The freedom won in the novel is not a full freedom, 
but the same portion of liberty and possession that was 
available to Moses, that glimpse of a promised land that 
holds itself out as the perennial possibility and never as a 
fully realized historical experience.

The novel can be divided into three sections: the 
first three stories paint in mixed tones the "Egypt" of the 
imagination and tell of the encounter with various forms of 
oppression. In "Was" and "The Fire and the Hearth" the old



plantation system and its residue are destabilized and the 
avenues for poietic action are explored through Tomey's Turl 
and Mollie. "Pantaloon in Black" marks the collapse of the 
vernacular culture and the exhaustion of all avenues of 
action embodied in Rider's extended ritual of grief coupled 
with the dumb non-recognition of his plight by society. The 
first three stories taken together sketch out the world that 
must be overcome, the world that must be lost, and prepare 
the reader for Isaac McCaslin's renunciation scene in the 
commissary. Subsisting concurrently in the main narrative of 
oppression several seemingly isolated events occur that, 
taken together, sustain patterns of novelty, discovery, and 
poiesis: first, in Isaac McCaslin's unlikely birth from an 
unlikely mother in a chaotic world; second, in Tomeys Turl's 
imagination, hermetic wit, and poietic power as shown in his 
machinations of escape and in his deft manipulation of the 
card game in "Was"; third, in the creative power of Molly as 
she battles Lucas and the residual powers of oppression in 
"The Fire and the Hearth"; and fourth, in Rider, the noble 
and poietic "maker" who suffers a final and conclusive 
defeat as the latent powers of the household economy expire 
on Mannie's hearth.

The pattern of the novel then shifts towards 
recuperation in the middle section comprised by "The Old 
People" and "The Bear" and lays the framework for a 
reorganization of cultural memory. This section surveys the 
encounter with the dead, and at this point in the novel the



process of sorting out the memory of a people in preparation 
for the renewal of the culture is initiated. The primary 
motif in this section is "discovery": Isaac McCaslin 
discovers through Sam Fathers an alternate history of America 
and sees in the wilderness experience the numinous layer of 
the world. The figure of the ancestor is the carrier of the 
seeds of discovery: in "The Old People," the encounter with
the dead begins with the ancestor and "spiritual guide," Sam 
Fathers, and Isaac's tutelage in the craft of the hunter and 
the subtleties of the "old wild life." This upward movement 
continues as Isaac witnesses the death of Old Ben and the 
record of death in the yellowed pages of the commissary 
ledgers, the encounter with the reverse image of the 
ancestral past.

In the last section of the novel, "Delta Autumn" and 
"Go Down, Moses," the novel proceeds from strophe to 
antistrophe, as the novel critiques itself and performs a 
second thought on what it purports to advance, and then, in 
the last story, overcomes the critique by moving to a 
provisional and open-ended cultural prescription. As Bakhtin 
reminds us, "[njovelistic discourse is always criticizing 
itself." (Dialogic 49). The effects of Isaac McCaslin's 
decision to renounce his inheritance and the very possibility 
of language to advance common purposes are cross-examined in 
"Delta Autumn." In the final story, the novel moves beyond 
critique to prescription, as the whole action of the novel 
moves to a higher level, ascends to "lightness" in the terms
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of Calvino, in the action of Mollie Beauchamp aided by the 
reluctant interventions of Gavin Stevens. The last story 
enacts the novel's afterlife and its rising to hope in the 
act of epic recuperation of Mollie Beauchamp through her 
runic pronouncements and persistent solicitations.

Milan Kundera has told us that a novel that does not
make a discovery of a part of "being" is immoral. In Go
Down, Moses, there are three primary discoveries:

(1) Poiesis. The novel recovers as much as discovers a
concept of poiesis, initially as a reaction to cultural
oppression, and then as a positive action of bringing a new
state of affairs into being. The aspect of poiesis is
central in the Exodus patterning of the novel, developed as
the action from oppression to liberation, from defeat to
victory. Nicolas Berdayev in his study of the meaning of
creativity echoes this aspect of the creative act:

The creative act is always liberation and conquest.
It is an experience of power. The revelation of 
this creative act is not a cry of pain, it is 
neither passive suffering nor lyric effusion.
Terror, pain, palsy, destruction, must be conquered 
by creativity. In essence, creativity is a way 
out, an exodus, a victory. (13)

The movement from bondage to liberation must always have its
poietic basis if it is to be real and efficacious, Berdayev
would assert. This aspect is demonstrated in Tomey's Turl,
and subsequently in Mollie who assumes a central role in a
poietic recovery. This poietic movement continues throughout
the novel, successively in the encounter with the "other" in
the ancestor Sam Fathers and in the image of the death of Old
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Ben, and all the other numinous and "magical" influences in 
the middle section. These encounters enable Isaac to see the 
alternate form of history, a history which enmeshes the 
Native-American saga in the wilderness with the African- 
American and Women's history in the plantation ledgers. This 
education, with the wilderness his "college" and the old bear 
his "alma mater" (210) enables Isaac to engender, through a 
formative act like his biblical namesake, a people and 
family, not of blood, but of spirit. The poietic, finally, 
shows the impress of the spirit on history. To see history 
in a poietic way is what Sam Fathers gives to Isaac in his 
elaborate education. History, understood in this new way, 
can be defined as that realm of being where the higher the 
value, the less it marks itself with efficacy and success on 
the historical order. Thus, as Faulkner has noted, it is the 
task of the writer to enunciate those things of great 
significance— love and honor and pity and pride and 
sacrifice. These qualities are in the custody of the 
ancestral presences, and will, by necessity, impose 
themselves lightly on the surface of history as well as in 
the narrative of the text. This is quite the reverse of 
Lukacs's view, which sees the highest value— history— not 
only as deeply embedded in the historical order, but as the 
constituent of consciousness itself.

(2) Atavism. The novel recounts the continuous 
engagement with the ancestral type and discloses the double
pronged effect of atavism. On one level, the ancestor


