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Horses, Men and Women in William Faulkner

HIRANO, Harumi

Abstract

There are some noticeable horses in Faulkner’s fiction such as Jewel Bundren’s
horse, the thoroughbred in A Fable and the wild ponies in “Spotted Horses.” The ones that
appear in horse trading are also hard to forget. Horses are particularly significant when we
see them in terms of the sexual distinction of characters and the social and private lives of
male characters in particular, since only men are allowed access to the animals. Faulkner
seems to suggest that the strong desire for catching and controlling wild horses is a
kind of disease peculiar only to men. It is well known that Faulkner himself enjoyed
being with horses all through his life. He associates his first helping out in his father’s livery
stable as a young boy with the idea of escaping female influence in the household.

Horses in Faulkner’s fiction signify masculine power. Only strong men and men of
action ride a horse. We can see the examples in Jewel Bundren and his wild horse or Jack
Houston and his murderous stallion. Masculinity includes men’s ruling and controlling
power in a household and the authoritative power to exert over the community. Horses thus
reflect the social distinction of relating male characters. Powerful men like John Sartoris or
Thomas Sutpen ride fine horses while the poor and the weak like Mink Snopes or Wash
Jones must walk for miles or else ask for a ride. Neither losers nor talkative men like
Quentin ride a horse.

In the patriarchal world of Faulkner women and horses alike are the subjects of
control and sway by men and are sometimes interchangeable in their roles. It is,
therefore, not surprising if Sutpen innocently compares Milly with a mare. Those who
cannot control horses may also be unable to control women and may harm the women they

are closely related to, mainly their wives.
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There is a special affinity between men and horses from which women are altogether
excluded. Young boys may reach manhood through mastering horsemanship or
winning a horserace. A strong man galloping a fine horse can be the apotheosis of male
characters in Faulkner’s world. Some fancy that perfect riders attain immortality.
Aspiration may also take a form of a vision of a man riding off the Earth into heaven. Horses
are involved with the homo-social relationship of male society. On the other hand
women are often the embodiments of nature, female sexuality, childbirth, or everyday
practicality, all of which are meant to be earthbound. Presenting a striking contrast with
femininity, horses symbolize men’s desire to break free from the confinement of the
practical and mortal life of women and pursue the ideal immortal world embraced only by

men.
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“I more or less grew up in my father’s stable,” he wrote. “Being the oldest of four boys,
I escaped my mother’s influence pretly easy, since my father thought it was fine for me

to apprentice to the business.”0 1170
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Later it was obvious that the ponies were so intent upon the men that they did not
realize the barn was even behind them until they backed into the shadow of it.
Then an indescribable sound, a movement desperate and despairing, arose among
them; for an instant of static horror men and animals faced one another, then the men
whirled and ran hefore a gaudy vomit of long wild faces and splotched chests which
overtook and scattered them and flung them sprawling aside and completely

obliterated from sight.00 The Portable Faulkner 3570
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You take a man that ain’t got no other relaxation all year long except dodging mule-

dung up and down a field furrow. And a night like this one, when a man ain’t old

enough yet to lay still and sleep, and yet he ain’t young enough anymore to be

tomcatting in and out of other folks’ back windows, something like this is good for him.
03640
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Drusilla..., who even now, even four years after it was over, still seemed to exist,
breathe, in that last year of it while she had ridden in man’s clothes and with her hair
cut short like any other member of Father’s troop, across Georgia and both

Carolinas in front of Sherman’s army.OJ 1660
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Jewel and I come up from the field, following the path in a single file. Although I am
fifteen feet ahead of him, anyone watching us from the cotton-house can see Jewel’s

frayed and broken straw hat a full head above my own.O As | Lay Dying 10
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Then the stallion killed her. She was hunting a missing hen-nest in the stable. The
Negro man had warned her: “He’s a horse, missy. But he’s a man horse. You keep out
of there.” But she was not afraid. It was as if she had recognized that
transubstantiation, that duality, and thought even if she did not say it: Nonsense,

I’'ve married him now.0 The Hamlet 2150
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Now he seemed to sense, feel, the men who would be gathering with horses and guns
and dogs—the curious, and the vengeful: men of Sutpen’s own kind, who had
made the company about Sutpen’s table in the time when Wash himself had yet to
approach nearer to the house than the scuppernong arbour—men who had also
shown the lesser ones how to fight in battle, who maybe also had signed papers
from the generals saying that they were among the first of the brave, who had also
galloped in the old days arrogant and proud on the fine horses across the fine
plantations—symbols also of admiration and hope; instruments too of despair and grief.
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“Ride my horse on back to the store,” Varner said. “I'll drive your rig. I want to sit
down and ride.”

“We can tie the horse behind the buckboard and both ride in it,” Ratliff said.

“You ride the horse,” Varner said. “That’s close as I want you right now.

Sometimes you are a little too smart to suit me.”d 2601
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“Well, Milly,” Sutpen said, “too bad you’re not a mare. Then I could give you a
decent stall in the stable.”

Still the girl on the pallet did not move. She merely continued to look up at him
without expression, with a young, sullen, inscrutable face still pale from recent
travail. Sutpen moved, bringing into the splintered pencils of sunlight the face of a man
of sixty. He said quietly to the squatting Negress. “Griselda foaled this morning.”
“Horse or mare?” the Negress said.

“A horse. A damned fine colt....What’s this?” He indicated the pallet with the hand
which held the whip.

“That un’s a mare, I reckon.”0 Faulkner’s County 41301
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He [Captain Gauldres] looked hard, not that flabby hardness of too much living
which Harriss’s butlers had had, but the hardness of metal, of fine steel or bronze,
desiccated almost epicene. And as soon as his uncle had said it, he, Charles, could see
it too: the horse-creature out of the old poetry, with its single horn not of bone but of
some metal so curious and durable and strange that even the wise men could not name
it; ...That was how, his uncle said, the man seemed a part of the horse he rode; that was
the quality of the man who was a living part of the living horse: the composite
creature might die, and would and must, but only the horse would leave hones; in time
the bones would crumble to dust and vanish into the earth but the man would

remain intact and impervious where they had lain.0 Knight’s Gambit 165-6601
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