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In her 1985 novel, Family Linen, Lee Smith is rewriting Faulkner.
Perhaps "rewriting" seems extreme, yet "parody" will not work, although
Family Linen is a funny book. To suggest, however, that Smith might
ridicule or repudiate Faulkner, that she might assume a parodic posture
towards the past, violates the spirit of much of her work, which deals so
unhysterically with the complex passages between old and new. On the
other hand, to suggest she merely "alludes" to Faulkner is surely to miss her
point, for Family Linen is full of overt references to his work. "Gothic. It's
all so Gothic," Miss Elizabeth's most educated child, Lacy, says early in
Smith's novel. She "remembered in college when she read Faulkner for the
first time the way it all made perfect sense. Yes, she thought then. This is
how it is" (70).

Thus, how can we read the name of Lacy's older sister--Candace Snipes--
or seek the dark truth about Miss Elizabeth through the many perspectives
of her children and not think of Faulkner? When Smith takes us into the
mind of Candace's mother, the idiot Fay--a consciousness in which the past
is the present, how can we not remember Faulkner's Benji? Smith even uses
italics here in the way Faulkner did in the opening section of The Sound and
the Fury. Surely Smith's Grace Harrison--who prefers a "life of leisure,"
walks through town shopping, or sits in her front porch swing in "gauzy,
wispy, pastel dresses," a woman disappointed in a "married man" (183)--is a
descendant of Faulkner's Miss Minnie Cooper of "Dry September." And
while Miss Elizabeth of Family Linen disposes of her beloved a bit more
violently than does Miss Emily Grierson, their rage is equivalent as is their
profound forgetting. But the work Family Linen most consistently
resembles is As I Lay Dying. Both are portraits of families. In each novel
the primary crisis is the death of the mother; in each the children gather to
bury her.

Other striking parallels suggest that Smith is evoking Faulkner's novel in
her own. The stories are not only similar in their central crises but in the
telling too, for each story is narrated from multiple perspectives. In a 1984
interview with Edwin Arnold, Smith said, "Increasingly, I've been interested
in the technical possibilities that are opened up by manipulating point of
view, and I think in my new book [which would be Family Linen] I'm going
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