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INTRODUCTION

Faulkner's twelfth published novel1 may not have inspired the mountains of criticism which have been heaped on some of his earlier works, but with 81 entries in Jacques Pothier's selective bibliography for the Pléiade edition of Le Hameau, one would think that any significant pile of horse manure has been recorded by now on a conveniently blown-up map of Frenchman's Bend in Yoknapatawpha county. And yet, what prompted the specific topic of this paper is the fact that as important a character as Ratliff only gets mentioned twice in the said bibliography, whereas Ike's love-mate, a mere cow, made it thrice.

As it turns out, a subsequent MLA-bibliography search with "Ratliff" as a keyword yielded as many as 8 articles and one dissertation published from 1970 to 1999. Helpful as it is, the MLA does not tell it all. It omits several recent American dissertations on the Snopes trilogy, as well as substantial foreign studies such as Jacques Pothier's 1994 Doctorat d'Etat thesis. And of course, many a book on Faulkner in general includes a chapter on The Hamlet and thus deals to some degree with Ratliff. If these recent publications provide many insightful comments on and some interesting analyses of Ratliff's part in The Hamlet, they also include a number of surprising or even stunning interpretations which, I assume, beg to be challenged.

My own approach stems mainly from a wider comparative study of "marvelous realism" in Faulkner's The Hamlet and Jean Giono's Que ma joie demeure, a novel which appeared in its first English translation under the title Joy of Man's Desiring in 1940, the same year as The Hamlet. Bracketing Giono out, I will argue here that if the character V.K. Ratliff strikes me as too nice a guy to be realistic, there is no doubt about his contribution to what marvelous qualities may be found in The Hamlet -first thanks to the art of storytelling Faulkner bestowed on him, and then through the tricky ways in which Ratliff's deeds, thoughts, and speeches fade into the general narrative. This reading aims at "unearthing" The Hamlet for the sake of putting it back into a literary orbit.

THE CHARACTER V.K. RATLIFF

Of the 30 or so characters who appear in the novel's diegetic world, Ratliff is by far the most conspicuously present and outspoken. Flem Snopes may be the alleged hero of The Hamlet and of its two sequels and may also be mentioned a lot, but he says less than 250 words altogether 2 and whatever he does happens off-stage, so to speak. He appears in only 5 out of the 20 numbered sections of the novel, against V.K.'s 13 appearances, which stretch from the initial to the last chapter, if not to the very last scene. But for all intents and purposes, Ratliff has zero impact on any of the novel's important events: the ever-growing Snopes power, Flem's marriage to Eula Varner, Mink's assassination of Jack Houston over a trifle, the hamlet men buying the wild and destructive poneys that Flem brought back from Texas, and Vernon Tull loosing his law suit against Flem for the injuries and damages he suffered through one of those crazy horses. The only thing Ratliff "actively" manages to do is to precipitate Flem's economic success by buying the ruins of the Old Frenchman's Place from him in exchange for his half-interest in a Jefferson restaurant, thus furnishing his adversary with the means to start his conquest of the nearby town. To put it very briefly then, The Hamlet narrates the failure of a reputedly good and clever man, V.K. Ratliff, to check the progress of a ruthlessly bad guy, Flem Snopes, who wins hands down in the end. This plot summary raises a few questions: Why would Faulkner cast such a character as the hero of a long novel? Does Ratliff (and the whole plot for that matter) have any realistic credibility? If the plot is weak and/or unrealistic, what redeems the novel? RATLIFF, REALISM, AND THE HAMLET'S CRITICAL RECEPTION Notwithstanding V.K. Ratliff's overall failing in his self-declared crusade against the Snopeses, most critics have responded rather warmly to his character. Robert Kirk's short description of him in his 1963 guide to Faulkner's People is a pretty good example of the general perception of V.K.: "Ethical, intelligent, he is soon aware of the threat posed by the unscrupulous Flem Snopes and his relatives, and he seldom rests from his efforts to check them. Tenderhearted too, is this bland, affable countryman. [...] Unfortunately, Ratliff is outwitted to his great cost..." (116). What dominates here is the moral evaluation: Ratliff is as good as the Snopeses are bad. There are, indeed, some surprising incidences of not-so-academic Snopes-bashing in the critical response to The Hamlet, not only in the magazine reviews following publication but also in some literary journals all the way into the 1980's. 3 Such readers and critics (as well as those who even today consider Faulkner basically a Christian humanist) simply love Ratliff for being a clean-cut fellow who fights the battle against the despicable Snopeses as representatives of evil, even or all the more so as the battle was lost. Thus a Hyatt Waggoner, for whom "Snopesism is avarice married to pure animality" (184).

Most readers agree that The Hamlet is a rich work. Masses of details about life in a rural, quite recognizable pre-automotive South are given. But contrary to, say, Balzac's attempts in portraying fully coherent societies and rounded characters, Faulkner leaves out a lot, not only in his representation of the hamlet as a social community, but also in the psychology of the important characters and even in the narration of the goings-on. In other words, the novel includes modernist features which leave a lot for the reader to figure out or imagine. This can make for frustration and/or for excited attempts at interpretation, as witnessed by the growing number of publications about the novel. Reading some of these, I cannot help but wonder how much excitement -even if based on various theories in the social sciences or simply on intimate conviction -the text actually allows. And I would like to question several recent -or not so recent -assertions.

Ratliff's ties to the hamlet community

The novel might be way more explicit about Ratliff than about Flem or Eula, and of course Ratliff gets to do plenty of talking, but there is still a lot to ponder. Like the question of his relationship to the village that he takes so much interest in. 4 Indeed, Ratliff's presence in the hamlet (capitalized or not) is so conspicuous that it is quite easy to mistake him for a resident rather than for the occasional visitor that he is. Thus Cleanth Brooks associated him with small farmers (1982, 34) 5 and referred to him as "Faulkner's most beautiful example of a small landowner" rather than as a travelling salesman, in a passage where he also ventured that Ratliff's "intelligence and conscience reflect the values of (white) southern society" (1963, 28). Such an appraisal may sound broadly correct -after all Ratliff's indignation at Flem's and some other Snopeses' lack of moral scruples or of a sense of decency is fairly evident -and would not have been contradicted by a Michael Millgate, a Warren Beck, or an Elisabeth Kerr. 6 But Freudian or Marxist approaches since the seventies and more recent criticism have hardly been satisfied with as generic a concept as "white Southern society". Textual analysis and interpretation have been pushed much further to dissect or deconstruct such a (white) whale, for example along the gender line or according to social classes.

Ratliff's unusual lifestyle

Here is a pleasant, clever fellow, supposedly less than thirty years old,7 depicted in very positive terms as a bachelor who seems, indeed, to "have opted out of sexual life" as Noel Polk put it (1996, 187), when Flem Snopes and Jody Varner (who are also young men in their twenties) suffer a harsh or even ignominious treatment by the same narrator on account of their impotence. Indeed, if bachelorhood is often and typically associated in Faulkner's texts with the glorious adjective "invincible", impotence is generally frowned upon. Only Ratliff, with his "lean brown pleasant shrewd face" seems to get away with it. His is "the hearty celibacy of a lay brother in a twelth-century monastery", as opposed to fattish Jody's "shabby and fustian gallantry" and to Flem, "the squat reticent figure", the cold "froglike creature" who seems to have nothing else to express than the tobacco he spits wherever he goes or sits. And yet it is Flem who conquers, if not physically or romantically, at least economically and socially, the beautiful "Olympus-tall" Eula.

Sho now, this is a most frustrating and unfortunate event for most readers, I surmise. How could that have happened? many wonder. Especially since Ratliff, come to think of it, would have been such a better partner, much in favor with Eula's father at the onset it seemed.8 But there is not much point in feeling too sorry for Ratliff, or to try and explain why Ratliff did not have a go at Eula himself. The pure and simple reason is that he was not allowed to. Faulkner scholars know that years before The Hamlet was written, Eula Varner was already fated to become Mrs. Flem Snopes, by an author strongly disinclined to let romance (or even sex) flourish for much longer than a spark.

Flem Snopes and Will Varner's intriguing relationship

No matter how much Will might appreciate Flem's business skills, and how blasé he might be about his daughter's sensuality, it is difficult to imagine why he would invite Flem to live in his house, or if he had wanted to, why Will's wife, who is portrayed as a fairly forceful character, would put up with such an invasion of her cherished domestic realm, when Flem and Will could spend their whole days talking business anyway. It simply is not realistic but serves Faulkner's thematic purpose: ratlike Flem manages to wiggle his way even into his boss's private world. 9

Pale blue shirts and Ratliff's virility

In a long paper relying heavily on deconstruction, gender theory, and the "rhetoric of colors" in Faulkner's work, David Rogers states the following in his conclusive page:

By remaining a bachelor, in other words by not performing an act of companionate marriage, Ratliff ["as a comprehensive figure of faded blue in 'his' own right"] paradoxically completes the progressive union of marginal men with the transpositionally perverse. And, as he does, he dismantles the binaries that had seemed to structure both the Snopes trilogy and the entire corpus of Faulkner's novels. [...] Ratliff accepts the implicit feminine nature of the marketplace and moves truly into its transpositional space (147).

As much as I agree with the general idea of Ratliff being a very unusual male character in Faulkner, and in particular one less afflicted than others with conventional traits of the Victorian male, I am not convinced by the symbolic importance Rogers attributes to "the rhetoric of colors" in Faulkner's work. Plenty of faded denim is worn in Faulkner's world and if there is anything special about Ratliff's shirts with respect to masculinity, it is more obviously the rumor that he would sew and perhaps even wash them himself. That would be a new man indeed. But if Ratliff had actually been seen washing his shirts in Mrs Littlejohn's yard for instance, would the men of the hamlet still sit with him at night? After all, we were told by the omniscient narrator that these proud farmers would not drink with Labove, an athlete and football champion, merely because he is also a schoolteacher and therefore considered effeminate. This simply to point to some more inconsistencies in the novel's realism.

Puzzling in Rogers' lines quoted above is the notion of Ratliff accepting "the implicit feminine nature of the marketplace." Taken at face value, this statement contradicts an objective impression given by The Hamlet: this is a world where men do business and women are only concerned with home economics (which might include the purchase of a sewing-machine but not selling them professionally, for instance). It also contradicts a conclusion of Noel Polk, that I agree with, to the effect that the hamlet women -just like most Faulkner women -are controlled by the men through economics much more than through passion.

Ratliff and the "Ratliffian narrator"

If Roger's gender-based reading is rather sympathetic with Ratliff, not so Richard Godden's article on "Earthing The Hamlet." Godden's main point, as I understand it, is to demonstrate that Flem Snopes is not the ruthless "agent of capitalism" he has usually been cast as, at least not yet in The Hamlet. Rather, in that novel, Godden deems that "Flem, as Ab's son, retains class continuity with the political violence of a 9 Other "unreal" aspects of the Warner family have been pointed out by Jacques Pothier (diss., 490 et al), in a chapter stressing the Warners' "playful" function in the novel. More radical weaseling on Flem's part has been suggested recently on the basis of two colloquialisms used by an irate Ratliff in a few sarcastic remarks to his friend Bookwright about Varner's propensity "to snopes forever" and about "the same old stern getting reamed out anyhow" (181). Noel Polk's suggests that Will Varner may have refused to ride Ratliff's horse on account of being sore because Flem Snopes literally "screwed him in the ass" (1996, 180). It is hard to see any textual ground for pushing interpretation anywhere into that direction. Ratliff's angry exclamation hardly describes the situation objectively and I do not believe that Will Varner gets "screwed" at all in his business partnership with Flem Snopes. resistant tenantry" (103) against the shameless landowners and merchants who "steal the sweat" of the share-croppers and tenant-farmers in the New South. If many readers have been led astray from this hidden meaning of the novel, Godden blames Ratliff and the "Ratliffian narrator" (i.e. the narrator who is usually fooled into sharing Ratliff's point of view) who both keep portraying Flem in the wrong light.

Upon this basis and a number of reliable sources on the history of the Southern economy, Godden develops extremely elaborate analyses and daring deconstructions of several passages involving mostly Ratliff, Flem and Eula. His readings, focusing on speakable and less speakable holes, do indeed "earth The Hamlet" inasmuch as they bring even elegiac passages down to earth and, more often than not, down into "rectal dirt" or "soil." While I do sympathize perhaps as much as Richard Godden with the plight of the "Mississippi subsistence class between 1880 and 1890," I often must resist the bend of his speculations, not so much for reasons of taste or ideology, but mainly for ones of epistemology. 10 It is interesting, in this respect, that Godden's main argument (that Ratliff is on Will Varner's side against Ab and Flem Snopes) goes not only against fairly obvious developments in the plot, but against the arguments of two other recent studies of The Hamlet, also based on the economic and social history of Mississippi, and which both consider that Ratliff fights against Flem allied with Varner.11 To sustain his paradoxical interpretation, Godden argues that previous studies "embourgeoisified" Flem too early on account of being based on the revised edition of The Hamlet for the Snopes Trilogy set (1964), in which the action was moved from the 1880's to the years 1902 to 1908. But this argument does not wash: references to historical dates are practically absent in the novel and the "views of the poor men on the rich man's porch" (85, note 8) which Godden deems crucial to understand Flem's position are not likely to have changed much between those two periods in rural Mississippi. 12 The Hamlet is not a historical novel and I cannot see why we should want to disagree with Faulkner himself when he claimed that "there's probably no tribe of Snopeses in Mississippi or anywhere else outside of my own apocrypha."13 

Conclusion

As far as I am concerned, The Hamlet is fiction first, albeit strongly reminiscent of the social history of Mississippi. And when it comes to the creation of characters such as Flem and Ratliff, it might be relevant to ponder what Daniel Hoffman noted, namely that no one before Faulkner so totally reversed the traditional treatment of the Yankee peddler in American folklore: ...not only [by] making the storekeeper [Flem] the heartless villain who will go to any lengths to put over a deal but [in] making his adversary, the peddler [Ratliff], a man of good heart, of sweet character -the storekeeper's worthy rival when it comes to seeing through a stacked deal but who, in the interactions between them, provides a moral center (73).

In the context of American folklore literature then, Ratliff is decidedly too good to be true -or real.

THE STORYTELLER AND THE TALKER

Ratliff's role as a "formal" storyteller is actually rather limited in the novel: he tells about Ab Snopes' reputation as a barn burner, first to Jody then to Will Varner, and shortly afterwards gives the long story of Ab's being fooled twice by the legendary Pat Stamper in a horse-swap, to a few hamlet men gathered at night on Mrs Littlejohn's porch. 14 All of this happens within the first 50 of a 400 page novel and functions as a prelude to the action: before getting to see Flem behind the counter of the Varner store, we get to hear what his father is all about. And we get to hear it through a man who says that he knew Ab personally when a child of eight or so and actually witnessed the whole episode of Ab's unfortunate deals with Stamper. The stories told by Ratliff are thus doubly connected to the hamlet's thematic material and not mere legends told for the sake of killing time. This also applies to the two pagelong story about the Northerner wanting to start a goat-ranch in Mississippi, that Ratliff tells the men on the Varner store gallery when he comes back to the hamlet after his sickness. There too the tale ties into the novel plot since Ratliff secured a subcontract to buy fifty goats for that Northerner and, by telling about it within Flem's hearing, hopes to lure Flem into the deal.

Numerous studies have pointed out how skillfully Faulkner rewrote the material contained in the previous versions of all the stories that made it into The Hamlet in order to fit them into the novel's narrative. 15 There has been an on-going debate about the aesthetic result of such a patch-work technique, to which I shall come back later. 16 14 Myra Jehlen mistakenly believes Ratliff to be also the main narrator of the "Spotted Horses" episode (144 and 148). 15 I.e. "Barn Burning", "Fool about a Horse" and "Lizards in Jamshyd's Courtyard", for those partly retold by Ratliff, plus "Afternoon of a Cow", "The Dog", and "Spotted Horses" in which he is not involved as a subnarrator. 16 I feel compelled to disagree with Richard Godden when he asserts (88-89) that "Ratliff is a revisionist" because "his 'fool about a horse' recomposes Faulkner's earlier 'man with a flame'" in order to "deradicalize the subject" for the distraction of "the workforce" (the men on the porch). It is rather odd to accuse a character in a novel of revising the author's tale; a more accurate description of the issue would be that Faulkner chose to have Ratliff tell about Ab's past in three installments and that this version happens, indeed, to differ from Faulkner's earlier versions of the same material. In any event, Ratliff obviously had nothing to do with those earlier texts, so he did not "revise" anything. When crafting Ratliff's speeches to his various audiences, Faulkner did give Ratliff ulterior motives, and these motives may reflect an ideology in the social context of Yoknapatawpha, but they could also be of a pragmatic or an opportunistic nature.

In any case, no matter how (un)realistic a character Ratliff is, 17 he was endowed by a benevolent author with fairly unusual social insight and plenty of rhetorical talent, both attributes he uses liberally in connection with his peculiar celibate lifestyle. I would stress at this point, that Ratliff's art of telling constituted one of Faulkners' major concerns and greatest achievements in that novel -to be enjoyed as such: a masterly literary rendition of an oral art 18 that died quickly in America just about the time The Hamlet was published. As Larry McMurtry put it in his recent essay, Walter Benjamin at the Dairy Queen, the advent of the radio and "the decline of whittling [...] clearly deprived storytellers of many willing listeners -most of the old men who filled the spit-and-whittle benches outside [...] rural courthouses" (20-21).

This art of telling then affects, besides the longer tales told at the novel's beginning, most of Ratliff's use of the language in the various situations which include him and in which that language has a more or less successful performative effect. It contributes also in a large measure to the comic moments of the novel, which are numerous but fairly unevenly distributed: there's nothing much to laugh at when the action involves the Armstids, Mink Snopes, or Jack Houston, for instance. In those episodes, the comic gives way to the tragic and/or the grotesque. 19 Ratliff's own perception of events and his speech might generally tend to the comic or at least to the humorous, but he sometimes expresses frustration or even anger in the various episodes that show him morally offended, helpless or outwitted with respect to some Snopes actions. Several articles stressed the comic and humorous sides in The Hamlet, in connection with the tall tale, Southwestern humor and honor, folklore, and the frontier grotesque. 20 Among those, Patricia Schroeder's study of the tall tale techniques in The Hamlet, comes to a conclusion I heartily agree with. Through the changes in V.K. Ratliff and his tall tales, Faulkner, indeed, "explores the relative values of detachment and engagement" (10). 21 Nonetheless, there is more than just humor and comedy to Ratliff's telling and talking, even if he is good at putting those latter aspects to the fore. 17 When it comes to Ratliff and the socio-economic aspects of Faulkner's revision of "Barn Burning" and "Fool about a Horse" in The Hamlet, Richard Moreland provides insightful comments in an article entitled, unfortunately, "Antisemitism, Humor, and Rage in Faulkner's The Hamlet." For while I agree that there are disturbing similarities between the reactions to "Snopesism" as presented in The Hamlet (or in Faulkner's other Snopes works) and antisemitism, I disapprove of Moreland's oblique use of a "structural antisemitism directed against Snopeses without the least mention of or allusion to Jews" (57). No matter how much Horkheimer, Adorno or Marx theory may be invoked, I find it questionable to refer to such generic racist phenomena as "structural antisemitism," and inappropriate in this particular case since Faulkner's Snopeses are clearly not Jews. Even more particularly, it is incomprehensible to me why, when referring to a passage of the goat-swap episode, Moreland says that "Ratliff would see the Northern goat-rancher as a godsend Yankee / City Slicker / Jew scapegoat easily fleeced" (66). I cannot see the slightest hint in the whole passage or even chapter to a "Jew scapegoat," a phrase which I therefore ascribe to Moreland's rhetorical elan. 18 As André Bleikasten pointed out, while Faulkner was obviously far from a mere primitive bard, he was also closer to Benjamin's idea of the traditional Erzähler than any of his contemporary writers (90).

19 See Gerhard Hoffmann. 20 See Barbara Monroe,Peter Froehlich,Myra Jehlen,Charlotte Renner,Richard Moreland,Patricia Schroeder. 21 The title of Shroeder's article includes the phrase "Ratliff's Descent From the Buckboard," a metaphor used to describe Ratliff's choice of leaving the comfort of his initial, superior detached role as storyteller to engage in battle against Flem Snopes, thus moving from narrator of tall tales to frontier trickster and finally even to trickster's dupe, when he ends up digging holes in the gardens of the Old Frenchman Place. The sustained "Descent From the Buckboard" metaphor describes Ratliff's overall position with respect to the plot pretty well indeed, but Schroeder's argumentation gets stretched a little thin at times: being up on the buckboard is not always synonymous with being aloof and vice-versa.

RATLIFF AND THE HAMLET'S SELECTIVELY OMNISCIENT AND OTHERWISE AUTHORIAL NARRATOR

If it can hardly be denied that Ratliff takes sides against Flem Snopes much more so than anyone else in Frenchman's Bend, can it therefore be assumed that V.K. is Faulkner's mouthpiece in The Hamlet? It is tempting to do so because Ratliff's double role as clever observer of a community and as storyteller makes him akin to a creator of fiction. And since many aspects of the plot are only revealed through him or allegedly only understood by him, he appears indeed like the novel's "Deus in machina" as Michel Gresset suggests (1061). But even if the reader constantly senses a strong sympathy and never a critical distance between the general narrator of the book and V.K. as a character, Ratliff's talking or activity as a center of focalization concerns only about a third of the text. And even in that third, he is either encompassed in the general narrator's view of the action or in the latter's language. The narrator may never disavow Ratliff's actions, thoughts or opinions, but no matter how clever, mostly morally correct and amiable, the traveling salesman appears, the narrator dominates him linguistically, philosophically, and poetically. Ratliff is shown speaking his wonderful and colorful but nevertheless rustic idiom, out-clevered by Flem, out-done by his own decency when dealing with the idiot Ike, exposed in some strange sexual fantasies or falling, out of greed, into Flem's salted mine in the end.

The narrator often shows or makes use of Ratliff's savvy, but remains an anonymous, sometimes mysterious voice. Many scholars of The Hamlet refer to the novel's "omniscient narrator," but as it is the case in other Faulkner works, what omniscience there be is strikingly selective, either through ellipse or through modalisation. 22 These are the modernist techniques of an author who deliberately restricts or sabotages the privileges of fictional omniscience to suit his purposes: sometimes he can see behind closed doors or behind bushes, sometimes he doesn't know more than whatever rumors have reached the men gathered on Mrs Littlejohn's porch. He may slip into the soul of a blabbering idiot or display literary culture: who in Frenchman's Bend is likely to know what "a Rabelaisian turn of mind" could mean? In fact, applying this somewhat pedantic epithet to Will Varner at all is questionable. But the use of it suffices to credit The Hamlet's selectively omniscient narrator with literary and thus authorial ambitions. These come to the fore regularly in all kinds of sophisticated stylistic turns and culminate in the infamous and/or fabulous tour de force of the Ike-and-the-cow episode. But to shed more light on the interaction between Ratliff and this authorial narrator I would like to refer to details in four different passages of the narrative.

The first one shows how entangled both voices are and is taken from the beginning of Book I, Chapter 2, where a subtly deferential Ratliff confronts Will about Flem's new job at the Varner store: "Hah," Varner said. "We been needing a clerk." That was true. All they needed was someone to come and unlock the store in the morning and lock it again at night -this just to keep stray dogs out, since even tramps, like stray negroes, did not stay in Frenchman's Bend after nightfall. [...] "At least you can get the store swept out every day," Ratliff said. "Ain't everybody can get that included into a fire insurance policy" (28).

It is difficult to attribute an originator to the comment inserted between the directspeech assertions quoted above. If it is formulated by the extradiegetic narrator, he obviously shares Ratliff's irony about the alleged "need" the Varners have of a clerk in their store, and is therefore biased. If the two lines are meant to express Ratliff's thoughts, then Ratliff manifestly shares some disturbing knowledge about the Bend's peculiar social features with the authorial narrator. The latter told the reader, in the hamlet's initial description, that it lay in an area that "tramps" or "stray negroes" knew they had better avoid at night. Whether formulated by Ratliff or by the general narrator, the ominous and racist quality of such a statement strengthens, unfortunately, the realistic aspects of a novel set in Mississippi.

Such "social realism" also marks another passage only a few pages further. When starting to tell the hamlet men about Ab Snopes' past, Ratliff refers to Ab's involvement in the Civil War in the following manner:

And then that business of Colonel Sartoris's ma-in-law, Miss Rosa Millard, that Ab had done went and formed a horse-and mule-partnership with in good faith and honor, not aiming to harm nobody blue or gray but just keeping his mind fixed on profit and horses, until Miz Millard had to go and get herself shot by that fellow that called his self Major Grumby, and then Colonel's boy Bayard and Uncle Buck McCaslin and a nigger caught Ab in the woods and something else happened... (32) In these lines Ratliff offers a humorous summary of some key episodes of The Unvanquished. The humour lies in the eye-winks to his audience that are included in Ratliff's stressing the "good faith and honor" of Ab's business with Rosa Millard, which was forgery and thievery on a grand scale. Whereas, in The Unvanquished, Rosa Millard's role in the illegal business was justified by her Robin-Hood-style generosity toward the dispossessed in her parish, Ratliff totally brackets out morals by pretending to condone Ab's choice of "keeping his mind fixed on profits and horses." Ratliff's relativizing of business morality is fairly comic, and comedy is also one of the dominant modes of The Unvanquished. But it is worth pondering the implications of Ratliff's use of the word "nigger" in the quotation above. He refers to Ringo, Bayard Sartoris's black companion who won amazing heroic prominence in The Unvanquished before being reduced in its last chapter, "An Odor of Verbena," to the part of Aunt Jenny's house servant. It seems that out of sentimentality, Faulkner had let Ringo acquire the kind of "outrageous assurance gained from too long and too close association with white people" (TU, 250). How Faulkner felt about Ringo by the time he wrote The Hamlet (a few years later), I do not know. But no matter how much goodness and kindness Faulkner lavished on Ratliff, he obviously drew more realistic limits to that character's racial perceptions than he had to Bayard Sartoris's. For Ratliff, Ab Snopes may be white trash, but his name is remembered in connection with the Sartoris matter, whereas once gallant Ringo, on the other hand, is no more than an anonymous "nigger," just like "Varner's nigger," or "Pat Stamper's nigger." 23 In this respect, Ratliff shares the dominant -and unfortunately realistic -ideology of the hamlet men, who would certainly not admit a black man in the circle they made around the storyteller. This little passage in Ratliff's discourse constitutes one reference, among several in The Hamlet, to other Faulkner works and raises the question of the so-called "apocrypha." There is no doubt that the interwovenness of the texts constituting the Yoknapatawpha matter creates a fascinating complexity and, by the same token, a kind of misty marsh in which textual interpretation can easily get bogged down. It is not the place here to launch an umpteenth discussion on whether or not Faulkner's texts are each independent works or whether in order to interpret one, you need to have read them all. In this particular instance, I will only say that Ratliff's summary reference to Ringo makes one question even more the nature of Faulkner's achievement in The Unvanquished. 24 Of a fairly different nature are two other passages towards the end of the novel in which the exterior narrator takes a clear distance from Ratliff's perception of the hamlet, and more precisely of the Old Frenchman Place. As Ratliff takes Bookwright and Armstid in his buckboard towards the gardens at night to start digging for the gold, the landscape is evoked in unusually elegiac terms, reminiscing not only about the recent past, but also about the old glorious days:

Then they were in the old lane which for years now had been marked by nothing save the prints of Varner's old white horse and, for a brief time, by the wheels of the parasol-topped runabaout -the old scar almost healed now, where thirty years ago a courier (perhaps a neighbor's slave flogging a mule taken out of the plow) had galloped with the news of Sumter, where perhaps the barouche had moved, the women swaying and pliant in hooped crinoline beneath parasols, the men in broadcloth [...]. / There was nothing to show of that now. There was hardly a road [...]. Ratliff turned in among [the shaggy hedgerows of cedars]. (373) In this first evocation of the good old days, the context might allow us to think that these are Ratliff's thoughts, turned into elegiac prose by a sympathetic and authorial narrator. But such a reading is excluded two pages further, where two statements clearly leave the characters outside the narrator's ruminations on nostalgia versus modern realities:

Then on hands and knees Bookwright was crawling after the others in a path [...] where they lay flat at the edge of a vague slope which rose to the shaggy crest on which, among oaks, the shell of the tremendous house stood where it had been decreed [...] by the imported and nameless architect and its master whose anonymous dust lay with that of his blood and of the progenitors of saxophone players in Harlem honkytonks beneath the weathered and illegible headstones on another knoll four hundred yards away [...]. The slope had probably been a rose-garden. None of them knew or cared, just as they, who had seen it, did not know that the fallen pediment in the middle of the slope had once been a sundial. Ratliff reached across Armstid's body and gripped his arm... (374-75) Ratliff is as busy as his companions crawling in the dark, unaware of the place's former glory, incapable of deciphering simple signs of a cultured past such as a stone sundial. Nor are these men likely to be credited with an awareness of who was playing the saxophone in Harlem honkytonks, a remark which is not only clearly authorial but perhaps also somewhat anachronistic, if the action is to be taking place around 1890. In this episode, the extradiegetic narrator may see the stars of the night along with the characters involved in the action, but he alone sees way beyond the immediate reality of the place and the moment, and infuses its description with nostalgic comment and poetic wording.

If Ratliff is thus decidedly brought down on The Hamlet's narrative scale, it would obviously be wrong to persist seeing in him a spokesman of the author. But the temptation to believe so is never more justified than in the much commented last pages of Book II, where Faulkner fuses Ratliff's vision of Eula departing with Flem on their wedding-trip 25 with the most complex authorial prose: elevated diction ("a little lost village [...] yet which wombed once by chance and accident one blind seed of the spendthrift Olympian ejaculation...") mixes with vulgarities (suddenly Eula is "just galmeat" in Ratliff's eyes); coquettish charades about the unnamed "word" everybody allegedly associates with Flem are followed by the modernist textual trick of finishing the chapter on a daydream vision by Ratliff that is not only unexplained in the discourse of the extradiegetic narrator, but set off from the narrative by the puzzling use of italics, promoting those four pages to the status of a poetic text inserted in the novel's general prose. In that crucial articulation of the novel's structure, Ratliff indeed appears authorial. But wrongly so: his might be the belated heart-pangs about Eula's conjugal fate and the comical imagery of Flem in Hell, but his was also the language of a man who "knowed" rather than "knew." Telling was his forte, and Ratliff's oral style can hardly be mixed up with the general narrator's sophisticated written prose; even if internal focalization and indirect discourse occasionally blur the lines between who thinks and who formulates the thoughts. 26 Besides, there are those episodes of the novel in which Ratliff is not involved at all, either as a character or as a storyteller, like the ones centering on Mink in which, as William Mistichelli put it, "the narrator's various associations and conjectures inform the world he portrays with an order and complexity of befuddling grandeur" (26). For all his cunning and wisdom, Ratliff is no man of literature or philosophy and his culture is purely oral and local. 27 In the Ike-and-the-cow episode, he intervenes at a moral and practical level, putting an end to the cow-diddling shows in the village, but he is utterly foreign to the literary tour de force of the Afternoon-of-the-cow passage, in which staggering poetic imagination and language are summoned by an intensely authorial narrator whose "boldness in conceptualizing Ike and the cow requires a 25 While most commentators have noted how little a central character like Eula gets to express herself in the novel or is given insight into, I haven't read anyone suggesting how little Eula's being forced to marry Flem by her parents is compatible with what we were told about her unshakable force of inertia and awesome passive resistance. I do not believe there is a single word in the text allowing us to consider that she might have volunteered to marry Flem, "that man" that she ignored so successfully even while sitting at the same dinner-table with him every night for two years. And her being married against her will is simply hard to imagine, in the light of what we know of about her. Once again Faulkner seems to write unrealistically (in character-psychology terms) when dispatching Eula like a meek sacrificial lamb to Texas along with a toad-like Flem for husband. 26 This can make it difficult to ascertain whose opinion is expressed. Perhaps indeed, as Godden puts it, "Due scepticism over some of Ratliff's judgments is difficult because the narrator tends to drift from indirectly reporting the sewing-machine agent's thoughts to unattributed elaborations on those opinions, which, sans cited source, stand in for a narrative position" (86). But it seems rather far-fetched to opine that Faulkner would distrust the narrator he created in The Hamlet, as Godden does when maintaining (about a passage focalised through Ratliff who watches Ab handling his mule in a field "with absolutely needless violence") that "Faulkner does not believe his narrator's Ratliff-led suggestion that a tenant has no need of violence" (89). 27 He is also too down-to-earth to embody the Jefferson-style "natural aristocrat" upon which Faulkner's authorial ideology was based (cf. Railey, 153 et al).

perspective that can radically redefine the reality he describes" (Mistichelli, 26). There is simply a lot in The Hamlet that Ratliff could neither see nor express, even if his voice (along with Varner's) expresses best the rustic language and the realities of life in a place like Frenchman's Bend 28 : except for the Justice of the peace who appears briefly to judge on the Tull-vs-Flem-Snopes case and the law-student Labove, who is never shown mingling with the local adults, no character in the village claims any education beyond primary school. What learned or literary ring there is in the novel -and there is plenty -is therefore not a reflection of the realistic referent of the story, but entirely the by-product of the general narrator's activity, who deserves indeed to be qualified as authorial and, quite unmistakably in fact, as Faulknerian.

Here one short example of how this authorial narrator enhances -with small stylish descriptive touches -a passage focalized by Ratliff as he walks out of the meeting in which Flem unsettled him by revealing that he was the guardian of his cousin Ike, the idiot:

He descended the steps, again into the blaze of noon upon the pocked quiet dust of the road; actually it was not ten minutes later. Only thank God men have done learned how to forget quick what they aint brave enough to try to cure, he told himself, walking on. The empty road shimmered with mirage, the pollen-roiled chiaroscuro of spring. Yes, he thought, I reckon I was sicker than I knowed. Because I missed it, missed it clean. Or maybe when I have et I will feel better (96; italics mine).

In these lines, Ratliff's thoughts, expressed in direct and dialectal speech, are sprinkled with carefully crafted sentences describing his surroundings. The mix is typical.

RATLIFF THE REALIST AND THE HAMLET'S MARVELOUS PATCHWORK

How well then is V.K. Ratliff integrated in The Hamlet's narrative? Certainly better than any other character, both as a character and as a talker. I agree with Joseph Reed when he deems that "basically Ratliff is our center [...], our representative, [...] our locus and our receptor" (225). At the first reading of the novel, one tends to feel lost when Ratliff is not on the scene, providing if not the talk at least a point of view. On the whole, it is easier to trust him than the general narrator, even if in both discourses ellipses and willfulness occur. Except when it is abused by the narrator's overpowering authorial intrusions, Ratliff's presence and especially his discourse is "refreshing, " a quality not often associated with Faulknerian prose. 29 Jacques Pothier suggested, that "in Faulkner, as in his followers of the other American Souths, orality stands for an alternative to writing, as a more authentic way toward truth than the lie that fiction tends to be" (1995/96, 112). Would this imply that Ratliff's orality approaches truth more authentically than the written style of The Hamlet's general narrator? I do not believe so. Ratliff's oral discourse usually deals with concrete issues, and if his tales have a ring of authenticity, they can hardly claim 28 Stephen Ross's book is interesting for details about the verisimilitude of dialects and their hierarchy within a given social context (108 et al). 29 The interplay between speech and writing in that prose has received plenty of attention, often from a Bakhtinian perspective. While I am not convinced at all by notions such as Flem's "polyphonic nature" or of Ratliff assuming a "dialogic position" with regard to Ike on account of his sympathy with the idiot's predicament (cf. Millie Kid), Stephen Ross's distinction of 4 different vocal registers (the phenomenal, the mimetic, the psychic, and the oratorial) engaging in a dialogic rapport within Faulkner's texts provides a worthy tool of analysis, notably by showing where Ratliff's mimetic (and dialectic) voice stands with respect to the author's comprehensive voice (109 et al).

to be factually true, since they are often based on exaggeration and subjectivity to begin with. No matter how different in style and tone, Ratliff's orality is part of the fiction and not some sociological document of superior epistemological value inserted in an otherwise mere literary context.

Indeed, it may be claimed that weaving Ratliff's peculiar and quantitatively important part into the novel's general pattern constitutes the biggest element of what makes The Hamlet a new type of achievement by an author at the top of his creative powers. A masterly achievement, no doubt and notwithstanding the flaws of a work of art composed around so many self-imposed structural constraints. Yes, the first volume of the "Snopes" trilogy obviously does illustrate a main theme: Snopesism, or rather anti-Snopesism. But the fact that Faulkner fitted several already composed or published stories into that first volume does have some negative consequences. There is no denying The Hamlet's prodigious variety of styles, nor the "hand-sewn" quality of the integration of those varied styles and colorful episodes into a lengthy and fascinating novel, as underlined again recently by Michel Gresset. But the reverse of the medal is fairly obvious, especially at a first reading. As in so many other Faulkner works, the supposedly extradiegetic and omniscient narrator hovers almost permanently between evasiveness (or what I referred to earlier as partial omniscience) and "authoriality" (which is a bit awkwardly derived from "authorial", and that might just as well be spelled as "author-reality"). On top of that generally shifting narrative ground, The Hamlet reader is confronted with sudden changes of narrative modes in the integrated stories, which do betray that certain passages were written with another frame in mind: the discourse reveals another type of inspiration, of mood, or of pace. Also the fitting-in of story-blocks so to speak in the middle of chapters or sections can be quite off-putting, especially when associated with an unannounced change in focalization. Thus, in Book III (whose title "The long Summer", incidentally, is rather odd since the action stretches all the way into the cold winter), it takes plenty of mental alertness to hop between Ike, the cow, Ratliff, Houston, Mink and an anonymous farmer as focalizers. Plenty more examples of such fairly erratic looking composition aspects could be found. But the most glaring and famous swing of narrative mode is of course the Ike and the cow escapade, in which the poetic nature of the discourse is not only in stark contrast to the crude matter described, cowdiddling, but could not either be much further from Ratliff's mildly sarcastic folksy speech.

All of this can be -and has been -accounted for (more or less conveniently and convincingly) as the "modernist" features of a text written in a post-joycean "style". 30 No doubt, that as a work of art, The Hamlet fits better into a cubist esthetic than into a classically realistic or naturalistic one. Which is another reason why Ratliff could not fill the "author spokesman" part: esthetic tricks are out of his ken and his set of mind is of rather realistic a nature. But realism was not Faulkner's prime concern when writing any novel. In The Hamlet, he evidently took pains to tie together the various strands of the narrative and to avoid crass incoherences when composing its structure. And yet enough dark areas, rather incredible goings-on, unclear relationships and weird motivations remain to stretch the narrator's credibility and thus to shake the convenient suspension of disbelief usually offered a reader of realist fiction. But mostly it is the irrepressibly Faulknerian style (even when the narrative is focalized through someone like Ratliff) that gives the novel its strongest flavor. As a work of fiction, it stays clearly aside from such particular narrative modes as the surrealistic, the fantastic, the marvelous of the fairy tale, science-fiction or fantasy. But to call it modernist or cubist does not say enough.

André Bleikasten suggested that Faulkner wrote as a precursor of those "hybrid and undefined things which we call vaguely postmodernism or magical realism" (p.90). Such terms are often used in a vague manner indeed. I would suggest, and will defend in another study, that The Hamlet illustrates rather well a narrative mode I have defined as "marvelous realism". [START_REF] Charles | Magical Versus Marvelous Realism as Narrative Modes in French Fiction[END_REF] Not the fanciful "magical realism" which is mostly connected with a few prominent Latin-American writers. [START_REF]Several studies have explored the ties between William Faulkner and the "realismo magico" or the "real maravilloso" commonly associated with the Latin-American literature of the "boom". See «A Latin American Faulkner[END_REF] But a fictional mode in which an unmistakably poetic treatment of the narrative dominates realistic actions and highlights the author's deep and loving commitment to the mystery of the setting he chose to craft with his words.

As a fictional character, Ratliff is a bit too marvelous to be real, and Faulkner's infatuation with him is quite understandable. But as a talker and teller, Ratliff is usually downright realistic, especially in contrast with a general narrator who allows the pen-holding Faulkner to express so much of his own marvelously twisted yarn about Yoknapatawpha.
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The edition of The Hamlet quoted here is the 1991 Vintage International (New York) one, based on Noel Polk's corrected text.

As Millgate already pointed out (194).

Thus Charlotte Renner in "Talking and Writing in Faulkner's Snopes Trilogy" seems to share the view of Southern history she ascribes to Faulkner and of "Snopesism being, in one sense, a natural outcome of economic and cultural havoc since the Civil War" (63).

The question of the problematic community in The Hamlet has been analyzed in great detail in J. Pothier's dissertation.

Creighton too refers to "the Frenchman's Bend 'peasants', including Ratliff" (36).

Who as late as 1983 considered that "Faulkner presents a traditional, homogeneous society, with some sound values" (280).

One has to figure that out: he is a man "less than half" of Will Varner's age who is said to be sixty (7).

Some scholars upgrade Ratliff to Will's "adopted son"(Pothier diss. 470) or "kind of son"(Moreland 57), which is going much further, I think, than what the text allows.

As far as the reception of the characters go, which is my immediate concern here, I will simply comment that while I share Godden's unease with the phrase "agent of capital" to describe Flem in The Hamlet, it remains undisputed that what Flem does in those years is amassing riches, mostly through usury. Godden excuses Flem for doing that because Flem "is at a loss for political agency" and "has nowhere to go than up" (113). Perhaps. But then neither did Ratliff have another choice but go up: rather than farming like his father, he became a modest trader, an activity for which he gets bedeviled by Godden, as if the sewing machines or the tools he managed to fit into the kennel on his buckboard to schlepp and sell in the country turned him into a loathsome accomplice of the modernization of Southern agriculture (which, incidentally, I do not see at all as a theme of The Hamlet). Not only does Godden use a double standard here, but he measures characters of a fiction against an economic history of Mississippi instead of against the mere backdrop of Yoknapatawpha.

For Kevin Railey, "Ratliff's struggle was not against Flem alone but against Varner and Flem" (156); and Daniel Singal notes how "Will Varner, the wily old entrepreneur who is savvy enough to recognize Flem as the wave of the future [...] welcomes him both as a business partner and son-in-law" (253).

Thus Gerhard Hoffmann (who still relies on the 1964 The Hamlet edition) considers that Faulkner confers an important role to "the economic depression (the time span of the novel is 1902-08, and includes the panics of 1903 and 1907) as well as [to] the oppressive leasing system of the landlords" (152). In any case nothing important changed in The Hamlet's corrected text, except those dates and some minor factual discrepancies within the Trilogy's plot. We certainly have good reasons to appreciate Noel Polk's more reliable edition, but I don't believe that the previous editions are so flawed that all the scholarship based on them since 1940 needs to be distrusted.

Faulkner in the University, 282. Of course, one might argue that in his 1954 essay "Mississippi", Faulkner treats the Snopeses very much like a sorry tribe, using their name generically to refer to poor and uncouth whites. But then, who will disclaim that this so-called essay smacks more of a romanticized biography than of factual history?

Why should a narrator capable of presenting Frenchman's Bend from a comprehensive and historic viewpoint in the initial pages, and also capable of listening in on conversations between some of his characters or of reading Jody's or Ratliff's intimate thoughts, suddenly weaken a statement about Will Varner thusly: "he was shrewd secret and merry, of a Rabelaisian turn of mind and very probably still sexually lusty" (6)? In this particular case, the (italicized) modalisation adds some pepper, of course.

It is also interesting to note that in an intrusion in Ratliff's tale of Ab's trading with Pat Stamper, The Hamlet's narrator refers to Pat and his negro as two people "working in a kind of outrageous rapport like a single intelligence" (33). Just as in Ringo's case, too close a white-and-black association elicits the qualifier "outrageous" from Faulkner.

In a paper entitled "Jean Giono et William Faulkner: deux hommes du Sud, deux visions du Nord" (Le Nord, Latitudes imaginaires, XXIXe Congrès de la SFLGC, Université Lille III, October 1999; proceedings to be published in the Bulletin de Littérature Générale et Comparée), I came to the conclusion that Faulkner's attempt to raise the Ringo-Bayard-Rosa-Drusilla material from magazine stories to novel was not quite successful.

By Sonja Bašic, for instance, who also refers to Faulkner's particularly "authorial" narrative strategy in the second wave of his great novels from1939-1942 (45-47).