
As antidotes to the weaknesses of modern 
democratic thought, Ryn places his confi- 
dence in the restorative powers of classical 
Greek and Christian thinking: “Whatever 
their differences on thc thcological level, 
the classical Greek philosophers and the 
leading Christian thinkers, who together 
laid the foundation for the traditional West- 
ern view of man, are at one in asserting that 
man is a creature of two worlds. He par- 
takes of two intimately related and yet dis- 
tinct orders of reality, one immanent and 
finite, one transcendent and infinite.” Be- 
cause of this concern for the transcendent 
and infinite, Ryn elaborates, “The West- 
erner is particularly indebted for his knowl- 
edge of what is moral to the classical and 
Judaeo-Christian body of experience and 
speculation.’’ Similarly, Ryn explains, “Be- 
cause they [that is, the classical and bibli- 
cal heritages] are concerned not simply 
with social living, but with the good life, 
questions of ethics take precedence.” 

In the quest for the political good life, 
the classical and biblical thinkers discerned 
the flawed character of human nature; 
there was goodness in man, yet simultane- 
ously there was enormous capactiy for evil. 
This was an ineradicable dimension of the 
human condition. Moreover, although life 
was tolerable and sometimes joyful, there 
was the inescapable matter of tragedy that 
frequently intruded to mar and disfigure. 
Unlike the plebiscitary democrats who 
spoke of man’s infinite capacity for good 
and of his power for perfecting his earthly 
existence through political arrangements, 
the classical and biblical philosophers con- 
tended that the human condition was in- 
herently imperfectible and that political 
thought must recognize this unyielding 
reality. To the extent that man could con- 
struct a civilized and humane earthly soci- 
ety, he would have to look for guidance to 
transcendent “ordering principles.” To be- 
lieve exclusively in the redemptive power 
of human reason was naive, vain, and ulti- 
mately disastrous. 

In the task of discerning the transcendent 
ordering principles, Ryn argues that West- 

ern constitutionalism is invaluable, for it 
too acknowledges the frailty and finiteness 
of the human condition and denies that the 
good and humane society can be construct- 
ed out of the raw impulses of uninhibited 
plebiscitary democracy. As it has emerged 
in the Western experience, constitutional- 
ism seeks to apply the ordering principles 
through the careful building of consensus 
by deliberation and the conscious practic- 
ing of restraint. The constitutionalist ab- 
hors the arbitrariness of unrestrained hu- 
man impulse. 

Certainly, a fundamental debate in mod- 
ern political thought is that pitting the 
views of plebiscitary democrats against 
those committed to “the older view” of the 
classical, biblical, and constitutional heri- 
tages. Claes Ryn has written an exceedingly 
useful book in helping to understand the 
essentials of that debate. Ryn is a relatively 
new member of the college teaching pro- 
fession. To the extent that this book is an 
index, he has launched his career in an im- 
pressive manner. May his tribe increase. A 
final note: This is a handsome volume re- 
flecting a high level of craftsmanship on the 
part of the publisher. The Louisiana State 
University Press is to be congratulated. 

Reviewed by JOHN P. EAST 

In and Out of Yoknapatawpha 

William Faulkner : Toward Yoknapa. 
tawpha and Beyond, by Cleanth 
Brooks, New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 1978. xviii + M5 p p .  
$17.50. 

WHEN CLEANTH BROOKS’ William Faulk- 
ner: The Yoknapatawpha Country ap- 
peared in 1963, I observed in a review that 
it was the book on Faulkner for which we 
had all been waiting. I might very well say 
the same thing of the volume now under 
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discussion, adding only that it is liable not 
to be of so great interest as the earlier one 
simply because of the lesser stature of the 
Faulkner works studied here. But this in 
no way detracts from either Faulkner’s 
achievement or Professor Brooks’. In Flan- 
nery O’Connor’s words, Yoknapatawpha 
County was decidedly William Faulkner’s 
“true country” ; and he was never at home, 
or at his best, anywhere else. 

I believe that it is the burden of Brooks’ 
argument here, whether explicit or implied, 
that this is the case. But it was important, 
even necessary, for Faulkner to try his 
hand elsewhere, in order to see what he 
could-and could not-do. And then only 
after he had stepped outside the picture 
frame of his life, with his early forays into 
romantic, even fin de s ikle  poetry (he said 
he was a failed poet who had to turn his 
hand to prose) and his beginnings in the 
non-Yoknapatawpha novel-e.g., Soldiers’ 
Pay and Mosquitoes-could he come 
“home.” Brooks, whom most will recognize 
for the distinguished critic he is-Gray 
Professor of Rhetoric Emeritus at Yale, is 
at pains to show wherein lie such excel- 
lences as these early works possess: never 
have his sympathy and tact as a reader 
been exercised more graciously. He gives 
these early works all that he can, without 
being blind to their defects. He notes the 
echoes of Yeats and Keats, Eliot and Hous- 
man in the poems. And he suggests the in- 
fluence of Joyce and Sherwood Anderson, 
even James Branch Cabell, in the novels. 
But of course these novels cannot be of the 
same intrinsic interest as Flags in the Dust 
(not published until 1973), which was the 
earlier and longer version of the first Yok- 
napatawpha novel, Surtoris (1929). The 
earlier works, as does the later non-Yokna- 
patawpha novel, Pylon (1935), point the 
way toward some of Faulkner’s major 
thematic concerns-the plight of man in 
the modern world, often without a place or 
without a past; of man who cannot, as John 
Crowe Ransom observed, fathom or per- 
form his nature. But Faulkner had not as 
yet found his true country, not until he en- 

tered upon his Yoknapatawpha domain and 
discovered there the perfect context, the 
perfect world‘s body (to quote Ransom 
again) to give form and substance to his 
imagination. 

One cannot hold this against Faulkner. 
What writer can be held strictly account- 
able for his juvenilia or even for some of 
his occasional later vagaries (and A Fuble, 
published in 1954, certainly counts as one 
of them) as long as he remains faithful to 
his genuine, his ultimate muse? Such an 
attitude is implicit in much of what Brooks 
says here. And if anything, it makes the 
genuine article, the Yoknapatawpha novels, 
loom even greater than they might. And 
Faulkner was never false for long to that 
country, that story, after he found i t - o r  
it found him. 

Again and again Brooks insists that 
Faulkner was never writing for export: he 
wasn’t writing local color and he wasn’t 
writing news. And his reporting from Mis- 
sissippi is always rooted in a commitment 
to Mississippi-and the people and places 
who make it u p a s  a community and a 
living one at that. (Of many literary figures 
in the modern world Flannery O’Connor 
once scornfully observed, “They ain’t frum 
anywhere.” And Eudora Welty has said that 
all good writing must be rooted in, commit- 
ted to place.) So Miss Emily Grierson in 
“A Rose for Emily,” Faulkner’s first pub- 
lished story, is not just a case study of a 
crazed old maid who kills her lover and 
then keeps his body by her for the rest of 
her life. Nor is she a symbol of the decadent 
Southern culture which tries to hold on to 
the dead past, to set up the ravenous grave 
in the house, as Allen Tate might wryly 
suggest. Rather, she is a tragic, even heroic 
figure who does hold her lover and does im- 
pose her will on the community, let it think 
what it will, and in her very isolation from 
the community become, as it were, public 
property. No, she’s not a case study and 
she’s not a symbol either-at least a socio- 
logical one.(Brooks is always, and quite 
properly, on the lookout for symbol-mon- 
gers.) 
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I myself found most rewarding the chap- 
ter on Faulkner’s view of time and history 
and also the appendices on the character 
of Thomas Sutpen of Absalom, Absalom! 
and on Faulkner’s possible relationship 
with William Butler Yeats. Brooks is most 
persuasive-and most eloquent-when he, 
as a Southerner himself, points out his own 
sympathy with the views of history and 
geography implicit in much of Faulkner’s 
fiction: 

Most of us who grew up, as he did, in 
the South of the early decades of this 
century had talked to Confederate veter- 
ans, who were in some instances our own 
grandfathers. We felt a sense of identity 
as “Southerners.” We believed that we 
really constituted a kind of subnation 
within the United States, and were very 
much aware of the consequences of the 
South’s defeat in the war. Such a defeat 
did make a difference in one’s present 
life. Our  loss of the war had political 
and economic consequences that had 
affected and continued to affect us. 

The South, with its “agricultural society” 
and its “family centered” nature, its “long 
tradition of story-telling, folk songs, and 
oratory of both the pulpit and the political 
varieties,” had a history which was “a 
meaningful story.” As such the dream, the 
myth, of the Old South provided a rebuke 
to that other great vision, the American 
Dream, which is millennia1 and forward- 
looking, full of innocence, full of optimism 
and finally naivetk. This is pretty much the 
same point that C .  Vann Woodward has 
made in The Burden of Southern History, 
and it’s gratifying to see Brooks coming 
more or less to the same chastening and 
subduing assessment of the Southern situa- 
tion and of Faulkner’s own fictional inter- 
pretation of it. 

Thomas Sutpen was a man ignorant of 
history in some ways, just as he seems to 
have been ignorant of geography and all 
other wild particulars (to quote Donald 
Davidson) which condition and differenti- 
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ate the individual human being. In seeking 
to impose an abstract “design” on the raw 
material of life and human experience he 
was more than trifling with the gods and 
as such doomed to inevitable destruction- 
he and his “design” (which may be but a 
perversion of the American Dream) as 
well. Brooks is at pains here, as he was in 
his earlier volume on Faulkner, to point out 
that Srrtpen really has more in common 
with the robber barons of the Gilded Age 
in the Northeast than he does with the plan- 
ter-aristocrats of the Old South. 

The affinities and similarities Brooks 
points out between Faulkner and Yeats are 
highly suggestive, particularly their both 
coming from cultures which were firmly 
grounded in the spoken word and the sung 
song and in an ordered, traditional society. 
Furthermore, their attitudes toward both 
nature and history seem in some measure 
consonant. For both they seem to have held 
a proper piety- in some ways, an “unmod- 
ern” one. We might well be reminded here 
h r ,  in !&e= Hcve Ccnseruences, I Richard 
M. Weaver observed that the modern in- 
dustrial, urbanized society of the West was 
characterized by three forms of impiety: 
impiety toward the past, impiety toward 
nature, and impiety toward other human 
beings. Faulkner could never follow Yeats 
into the cyclical view of history, but his- 
tory for him was alive and well-and very 
sobering-in the here and now. And for 
him nature had to be revered and also final- 
ly transcended if man were to be more than 
a purely “natural” creature. 

By its very nature this study cannot have 
the tight cohesiveness of Brooks’ first vol- 
ume on Faulkner. At times it seems more 
a collection of essays on disparate topics 
than a continuous, tightly integrated entity. 
Still it is worthy of standing on the shelf be- 
side the earlier work. I can give it no higher 
praise than that. And the “moral” abides: 
Faulkner may have fumbled his way to- 
ward Yoknapatawpha but, when he got 
there and stayed there, he was “home free.” 

Reviewed by ROBERT DRAKE 
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Reliable History? 

Medieval Foundations of Renaissance 
Humanism, by Walter Ullmann, 
Ithaca: Cornell University Press 1977. 
x + 212 pp. $12.50. 

IT TOOK WESTERN scholarship some two 
centuries to study and understand the Re- 
naissance; it may take longer to formulate 
our understanding of the Pre-Renaissance. 
Incidentally, the term is no longer current: 
a shift has been taking place, a good and 
significant thing. “Pre-Renaissance” means 
the evaluation of an epoch in reference to 
what followed, an obviously a-historical ap- 
proach, like speaking of “pre-Colombian” 
art, as if Inca, Maya, Aztek, Olmuc, and 
other civilizations had prepared the post- 
1492 period. “Pre-Renaissanceyy will not do, 
nor, perhaps, “late medieval.” Thus schol- 
ars began to use “secularization,yy “laiciza- 
tion,” “early Humanism,” and other such 
terms more appropriate to give each era its 
due. 

This approach, like all approaches in re- 
tracing the history of ideas, has its pitfalls. 
The scholar tends to over-value his own 
field of research and to commit the mistake 
of seeing all phenomena, also before and 
after, in the light of his thesis. Walter U11- 
mann does not escape this “imperialistic” 
method. His main thesis is so cogently pre- 
sented that its very forcefulness has 
dragged him beyond the permissible limits 
of what his sub-theses and documentation 
are capable of supporting. The principal 
argument is as follows: 

The Carolingian interbreeding of State 
and Church resulted in ecclesiastical pre- 
ponderance for about three centuries, dur- 
ing which the Pauline principle prevailed 
in politics, society, and culture: the Chris- 
tian was a reborn, regenerated man, and 
the papacy the guarantor and supreme ar- 
biter of the preservation of the “new man.” 
Hence, all public life had an ecclesiastical 
framework, and the ruler (emperor, kings) 

himself, qua Christian, was a subject of the 
Pope. 

Now insofar as the “descending” struc- 
ture of political organization (descending, 
that is, from the ruler to the last of his sub- 
jects-a topic studied by Ullmann in anoth- 
er work, Principles of Governmenl and Pol- 
itics in the Middle Ages) made of the ruler 
a hieratic being in his own right, the ten- 
sion between the self-asserting State and 
Church became intolerable. Who was lord 
in the political domain: the spiritual head 
of Christendom or the secular head of the 
particular realm? The par excellence illus- 
tration of this tension and its insu5cient 
solution was, of course, the Investiture con- 
flict. 

As the “ascending” principle of politi- 
cal organization (otherwise the “democrat- 
ic’’ structure) began to assert itself-first 
in the North-Italian communes-the ruler 
saw his chance of emerging as the sole mas- 
ter of his domains, free of pontifical and ec- 
clesiastical interference. The legal grounds 
for this historic de‘murche were provided 
by the new class of specialists in Roman 
law (from Ravenna and Bologna, as early 
as the end of the eleventh century) who, 
with Ulpian’s law books and Justinian’s 
Code in hand, proved the autonomy of the 
S ta teRoman empire, hence the Germanic 
empire. More, citing the testimony of the 
gospels, they showed that Christ and Paul 
accepted Caesar’s overlordship, a precedent 
that could be used to curb the Pope’s power 
in the secular area. 

Needless to say, this is history, not u11- 
mann’s original thesis. What Ullmann adds 
is the interpretation of Humanism which 
began, according to him, at this time in its 
initial stirrings (the “medieval founda- 
tions”) and was to become the central cul- 
tural phenomenon of the Renaissance. It 
was, argues the author, the need to put 
politics on a non-spiritual basis that led, 
first, to recourse to Roman law centered 
around the emperor; second, to the refer- 
ence to Aristotle and Cicero as spokesmen 
for the self-centered state and society; and 

Modem Age 421 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED


