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"Why are you so black?":  Faulkner's Whiteface Minstrels, Primitivism, and Perversion


I want to talk today about a figurative use of blackness in William Faulkner's work that unhinges blackness from the southern construction of the Negro and that illustrates how blackness may reattach itself to presumptively white characters.  Because this racially unhinged blackness carries with it associations of primitivism and excessive libidinality, it serves to queer white identity for many of Faulkner's characters.  I want to look at a couple of examples from Faulkner's early work that I hope will be suggestive for understanding Faulkner's subsequent development of a minstrel masking.


Even before Faulkner turned to fiction, his earliest work gives strong indications of the black presence shadowing his conception of white artistic identity.  In particular, his use of the Pierrot figure, as Judith Sensibar has pointed out (vxii), was deeply personal and spoke to a sense of the self as a multiplicity rather than an identity; all of his various personas--the wounded pilot, the British dandy, the poet-aesthete, and the tramp—derive from the theatricality of Pierrot. To Sensibar's biographical characterization of Faulkner's Pierrot, I wish to add a layer of racial masquerade and minstrelsy, but not, however, the American tradition of blackface minstrelsy; instead, Faulkner employs a different tradition of minstrel masking in order to express his alienation from southern culture and to open a complex epistemology of self and Other.  

In the pen and ink drawings accompanying his hand-produced verse and prose play, The Marionettes (1920), Faulkner's poet figure evokes a long European tradition of Pierrot.  First developed in commedia dell'arte toward the end of the seventeenth century, Pierrot, was reimagined in the early nineteenth century for French pantomime. Cast as the ineffectual lover, Pierrot was always represented on stage as a clown in baggy white clothes and stylized whiteface makeup.  This is the Pierrot embraced by fin-de-siecle European culture and modernist literary and visual art. 

In Faulkner's illustrations for The Marionettes Pierrot appears in whiteface, but his double, Shade of Pierrot, is always in silhouette.   Pierrot, to follow Sensibar, is a drunken, impotent dreamer, while Shade of Pierrot is “the Rake . . . a fictionalized ideal, a fantastically successful poet and lover” (xvii).   But Faulkner’s fashioning of an idealized sexual and aesthetic self, as I will argue, appropriates blackness in a way that plays on stereotypes of African-American and "primitive" sexual license.  Whiteface Pierrot is a tall clown (see fig. 1), but Shade of Pierrot, playing his lute for Marietta in the background (see fig. 2), appears perspectivally as a little black man.
  What Faulkner suggests through these drawings is that the real artist is not the one who presents a white face to the world but rather is the poet's interiority, which turns out to be black. The duality of Pierrot/Shade of Pierrot is crucial to understanding Faulkner's subsequent development of a whiteface minstrelsy.


 The most obvious instance Faulkner's use of blackness as a way of imagining a kind of non-normative male identity comes in his second novel, Mosquitoes, in an apparently minor metafictional moment, one that ultimately helps to link blackness and sexual difference precisely by opening a gap between blackness and race. Together in the same bunk, a young woman named Jenny tells Patricia Robyn about being at Mandeville; while her boyfriend and another couple go swimming, Jenny meets someone:   "a funny man.  A little kind of black man--”; Patricia asks if he was “a nigger?” (144) and Jenny explains, “No. He was a white man, except he was awful sunburned and kind of shabby dressed—no necktie and hat. . . .  I think he was crazy. Not dangerous: just crazy” (145).  Jenny finally remembers that this clownish little man, whose racial identity is less immediate to her than the way in which he is in some deep but undefined way "black," is named Faulkner. This metafictional moment takes a more complicated turn when Jenny tells the rest of her brief story about "Faulkner"; returning to New Orleans from their day trip, she notes

That crazy man was on the boat coming back. He got to talking to Pete and Roy while me and Thelma was fixing up downstairs, and he danced with Thelma. He wouldn’t dance with me because he said he didn’t dance very well, and so he had to keep his mind on the music while he danced. He said he could dance with either Roy or Thelma or Pete, but couldn’t dance with me. (145-46)

This crazy white “black” man who imposes himself on the two couples seems intimidated only by Jenny's voluptuous body, but is ready to dance with (and as?) the other female member of the party.  Neither tough-talking Pete nor Roy, presumably, would be interested in coupling with "Faulkner" on the dance floor.  But a fictional, trickster "Faulkner" who is willing to “dance” both ways—with male or female partners—hints at the ways blackness becomes a trope for sexual dissonance in Faulkner’s delineation of a number of white male characters in his subsequent fiction.  

Moreover, this metaficational self-portrait from Mosquitoes that blurs the boundary between racial and sexual otherness invites a degree of speculation regarding Faulkner's own relation to otherness. As an aspiring poet, the young Faulkner could hardly be unaware that his own performance of masculinity differed from the norm of Oxford, Mississippi; his pilgrimage in 1925 to Oscar Wilde's grave, his college drawings in imitation of Aubrey Beardsley, as well as his friendship with men whom Frederick Karl identifies as homosexual (including Stark Young, Ben Wasson, and Bill Spratling) are just a few indications of Faulkner's awareness of alternative masculinities. 

Given the explicit reference to Havelock Ellis in Mosquitoes, I would like to suggest that Faulkner's understanding of a racially inflected link between primitivism and perversion grows out of Ellis's famous study of homosexuality, Sexual Inversion (1901).  In Sexual Inversion Ellis is at pains to show the universality of homosexuality—that it occurs in other animal species, throughout human history, and in all cultures.  But Ellis singles certain groups out as having particularly high incidences of homosexuality: geniuses, literary artists, and primitives. As Ellis elaborates on his claim regarding literature as one of the chief avocations of inverts, it is almost impossible not to speculate on how Faulkner might have experienced such an assertion, especially in light of his pose as the failed poet: "[homosexuals] especially cultivate those regions of belles-lettres which lie on the borderland between prose and verse. Though they do not usually attain much eminence in poetry, they are often very accomplished verse writers" (294).  Ellis's first two categories, geniuses and artists, would seem to overlap, which makes his third category all the more anomalous.  If homosexuality in European nations is practiced by a discrete (and discreet) minority, Ellis speaks of the commonness of inversion in a variety of primitive peoples, from American Indians and Tahitians to Africans: "On the whole," Ellis summarizes, "the evidence shows that among lower races homosexual practices are regarded with considerable indifference, and the real invert . . . generally passes unperceived or joins some sacred caste which sanctifies his exclusively homosexual inclinations." Ellis’s following paragraph significantly adds class to the mix: "Even in Europe today a considerable lack of repugnance to homosexual practices may be found among the lower classes. In this matter . . . the uncultured man of civilization is linked to the savage" (21). What Ellis misses here is that his extremes meet, for it is not just the uncultured man who is paired with the primitive (lower races/lower classes) but also the overcultured man (genius/artist) who takes his sexual pleasure in primitive fashion.
In keeping with Ellis’s views of homosexuality, Faulkner's self-portraits in Mosquitoes, both ironic and idealized, seem to merge both the under- and the overcultured.  If "Faulkner," the professional liar, seems like the author's wry gesture toward one of his youthful poses as the tramp, the sculptor Gordon represents Faulkner's serious artistic ambition. The tall Gordon, who we are repeatedly told has a hawk's face, is the 5'5" Faulkner's idealized version of himself as a hardworking masculine artist.  Gordon (hawk-man/falconer/Faulkner), the dedicated artist as genius, seems opposed to the licensed fool "Faulkner"; however, they share a similar ambiguous relationship to whiteness, since both are merely Caucasians in whiteface. 

Early in the novel, Mrs. Maurier, accompanied by her niece Patricia and Mr. Talliaferro, drops by Gordon's studio to try to persuade the sculptor to join her yachting party.  Patricia openly admires his statue of an androgynous female torso and asks Gordon if he will give or sell it to her.  When he refuses, she asks, "Why are you so black?"  Since Gordon clearly does not understand her meaning, she elaborates: "Not your hair and beard. I like your red hair and beard.  But you.  You are black. I mean . . ." (25). Although Patricia is unable to fully identify what constitutes Gordon’s blackness, she, like Jenny, identifies the white male artist as black.  Like "Faulkner," then, Gordon is not fully white, which places him in implied relationship to racial otherness. And though "black" himself, Gordon sets out to craft whiteness through his art.  His statue is "the virginal breastless torso of a girl, headless, armless, legless, in marble . . ., passionate and simple and eternal in the equivocal derisive darkness of the world" (11).  This statue is explicitly marked as a double for Patricia, who when she first encounters it immediately remarks, "It's like me."  Gordon's "growing interest [in Patricia's] flat breast and belly, her boy's body" nearly reproduces the imagined viewer's response to Gordon's statue:  "Sexless, yet somehow vaguely troubling" (24). 

Gordon's transgressive desire for Patricia must be understood, I believe, in terms of Julius Wiseman's claim that "A book is the writer's secret life, the dark twin of a man: you can't reconcile them" (251). How might this claim pertain to artists and their work more generally? In creating his androgynous marble statue, has Gordon created his own "dark twin"?  He suggests as much when he tells Julius and Dawson Fairchild that his statue is "not blonde . . . She's darker than fire. She is more terrible and beautiful than fire" (329)

 As a coded primitive and Africanist presence, Gordon struggles with his desire for Patricia, which it turns out is prohibited in more ways than one.  In a novel full of playful hetero- and homosexual foreplay, petting session abound on Mrs. Maurier's yacht, there is remarkably little physical contact between Gordon and Patricia and what there is suggests a father-daughter relationship: he swings her around on his arms and spanks when she calls him a naughty word.  He is, in fact, twice her age (he's 36; she's 18), old enough to be her father.  But if the metaphorical prohibition against incest is suggested, this is but a screen for the more profound prohibition: if he's black and she's white, then he is equally prevented from acting on his desire by the prohibition against miscegenation. But there may be yet another prohibition in his desire for her "boy's body."

It is in the context of my foregoing discussion that I want to examine Gordon's trip through New Orleans' red-light district with Dawson and Julius in section 9 of the Epilogue. Everything about the men's drunken excursion is dark—dark rooms on a dark street in a dark city. It should be noted that the space of purchased sex and that of art are themselves doubles. Just as the red-light district is figured through multiple images of darkness, so too is the space leading up to Gordon's attic studio (which once house slaves); hence, illicit sex and artistic practice constitute each other as the "dark doors" leading to "dark perversions."   

From an external perspective, Gordon's sex with a prostitute could only be described as a conventionally heterosexual (if illegal) act.  Gordon's act, however, performs a variety of crossings and certainly hinges on an explicit moment of racechange. Interspersed in the narrative of Julius, Fairchild, and Gordon’s drunken ramblings are a series of italicized passages that tell a different, primitivist narrative of another mythic time and place. The italicized passages, rather than being simply a freestanding counterpoint to the men's wanderings, suggest Gordon's troubled and alcohol-impaired interiority.  The fantasy narrative juxtaposes "a young naked boy daubed with vermilion" with "the headless naked body of a woman carved of ebony, surrounded by women wearing skins of slain beasts and chained one to another, lamenting" (337).  The boy painted with vermillion suggests Gordon's desire for Patricia, the girl with a boy's body and twin to his statue. This statue, however, has become a racechanged totem—instead of marble, the female figure is now carved in ebony.  The primitive women, potential sacrifices to the black statue, are doubles for the lower-class prostitutes and their solicitations, offerings of proscribed sexuality.  The fantasy scene in which is heard "the clashing hooves of centaurs" builds to a crescendo in which "the headless black woman becomes a carven agony beyond the fading placidity of the ungirdled maiden" (338). It is at this point that Gordon demands money from Julius and enters a door, lifting a woman seemingly at random "smothering her squeal against his tall kiss."  But in Gordon's interiority, the physical contact with the actual woman is overwhelmed by "voices and sounds, shadows and echoes change form swirling, becoming the headless, armless, legless torso of a girl, motionless and virginal and passionately eternal before the shadows and echoes whirl away" (339).  Gordon's fantasy image, of course, matches exactly the description of his passionate and eternal statue that one encounters at the beginning of the novel.  Black Gordon, it seems, can only steel himself for his encounter with the prostitute if he drinks himself into a near stupor and he casts himself as a rapist centaur (man-beast) operating under the sign of a black totem.  

But what exactly does this say about Gordon's sexuality?  Black Gordon, whose sole sexual performance conflates the body of his epicene marble statue (and its black racechanged ebony double, as well as the naked boy marked by red) with that of Patricia, engages in behavior coded in primitivist and Africanist terms.  If Patricia stands in a series of metaphorical and metonymical substitutions, what is she but a figure (both rhetorical and psychosexual) of the reification of desire's multiplicity that goes by the inappropriate name "sexual identity"?  In the dizzying chain of substitutions, where can any form of sexual identity claim to ground itself or find its original?  Looked at from the psychic interiority of this "black" man, Gordon's "heterosexual" act simultaneously consummates desire all over the map:  miscegenation (he's "black"), father-daughter incest, brother-sister incest (she's his dark twin's double), mother-daughter incest (he's her twin's "mother"), even pedophilia (he's a middle-aged man imaginatively having sex with a sexless boy-girl).  Perhaps all of these possibilities taken together answer Patricia's question, "Why are you so black?"  One is black if one's desires transgress culture’s sexual taboos, because one is then primitive and implicitly racially other—prior to the repressions of civilization. Even a heterosexual act, I would argue, can constitute a decidedly queer moment in Faulkner's text. 
Faulkner's whiteface minstrelsy, I believe, signals the extent to which Faulkner struggled to become an envoy of otherness. But his attempt is fraught always with the ethical problem of how to speak legitimately for (or indeed as) the other.  Moreover, Faulkner's use of figurative blackness as a way to critically delineate Southern whiteness always faces another problem: once white has mixed with black, it ceases to be white. If the book is an individual’s “dark twin,” then rather like black “Faulkner,” William Faulkner himself is metaphorically (part) black to the extent that he can repeatedly imagine the queerly proliferating multiplicity of desire.
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Note

� The two figures I speak of may be found between pages 6-7 and 45-46 in The Marionettes. 





